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n  OLD BAILEY

Wikileaks was ‘not 
the first to release 
diplomatic cables’
by Tim Dawson

THE US is wrong to charge 
Julian Assange for publishing 
unredacted classified docu-
ments because they had already 
appeared online beforehand, 
the extradition hearing for 
the Wikileaks founder heard 
yesterday.

Computer scientist Professor 
Christian Grothoff said that 
Wikileaks was not the first 
to release 251,000 diplomatic 
cables when they appeared 
on its website on September 
2 2011.

Mr Assange, 49, is fighting 
extradition to the US, where 
he faces an 18-count indict-
ment alleging a plot to hack 
computers and conspiracy to 
obtain and disclose national 
defence information.

Prosecutors claim that he put 
the lives of sources and inform-
ants around the world at risk by 
publishing their names.

But Prof Grothoff told the 
Old Bailey that the unredacted 
cables came into the public 
domain after the publication 
of a passcode in a book by 
Guardian journalists in Feb-
ruary 2011.

He said that in late August 
2011, it was discovered that the 
code could be used to decrypt 
a version of the cables held by 
Wikileaks before the full cache 
was made available through the 
Pirate Bay and Cryptome web-
sites on September 1.

“It was actually available 
on the internet in a way that 
would be virtually impossible 
to stop,” Prof Grothoff told the 
court via video link.

But the expert’s impartial-
ity was called into question by 
the US government because his 
name appears on a 2017 letter to 
Donald Trump urging the presi-
dent not to charge Mr Assange 
or other Wikileaks staff.

Prof Grothoff said that he did 
not remember signing the let-
ter but described Mr Assange 
as a “sympathetic character” 
because of his role in expos-
ing “war crimes.”

Joel Smith, prosecutor for the 
US government, probed: “You 
are biased, you are partial?”

Prof Grothoff replied: “No. 
I believe that looking at the 

indictment put forward, you’re 
confusing actions Wikileaks 
took to hide and obscure the 
documents with them publish-
ing it.

“On the very specific techni-
cal point where you say Wikile-
aks published those cables 
you are wrong, and you didn’t 
properly do your homework to 
find who first published those 
cables.

“So I think it’s unfair for 
you to accuse Mr Assange of 
publishing those unredacted 
classified cables.

“The primary publisher of 
the unredacted cables wouldn’t 
be Wikileaks.”

The hearing, which entered 
its third week yesterday, con-
tinues.

news@peoples-press.com

n EXTRADITION

World leaders call for end 
to Assange’s ‘illegal’ trial
by Bethany Rielly 

THIRTEEN former and pre-
sent world leaders have made 
an urgent call to the British 
government to halt Julian 
Assange’s “illegal” trial on 
extradition to the US. 

Former Brazilian president 
Lula da Silva is among 165 poli-
ticians across 27 countries join-
ing the call to demand the free-
dom of the Wikileaks founder, 
currently fighting extradition 
at the Old Bailey in London. 

Endorsing an open letter to 
PM Boris Johnson, signed by 189 
lawyers, Lula said yesterday: 
“Assange should be perceived 
as a hero of democracy. He does 
not deserve to be punished. 

“I hope the people of the UK, 

the people of France, the peo-
ple of the United States will not 
allow this atrocity.”

The letter, penned by Law-
yers for Assange, claims that 
the extradition proceedings 
and request “violate national 
and international law, breach 
fair trial rights and other 
human rights, and threaten 
press freedom and democracy.”

It alleges that Mr Assange 
could be at risk of torture in 
the US, making extradition to 
the country illegal. 

Signatories also include 
Argentinian President Alberto 
Angel Fernandez, former Span-
ish PM Luis Zapatero and Lula’s 
successor Dilma Rousseff. 

The extradition proceedings, 
which entered their third week 
on Monday, have been widely 

criticised for preventing legal 
observers from entering the 
court.

Amnesty International yes-
terday described the judge’s 
refusal to grant special provi-
sion to fair trial monitors as 
“disturbing.” 

“Amnesty International have 
monitored trials from Guanta-
namo Bay to Bahrain, Ecuador 
to Turkey. For our observer to 
be denied access profoundly 
undermines open justice,” 
Amnesty researcher Stefan 
Simanowitz said. 

Mr Assange faces up to 175 
years in prison on espionage 
charges over the release of clas-
sified documents in 2010 and 
2011, which exposed US atroci-
ties in Iraq and Afghanistan.

bethanyrielly@peoples-press.com

n WORKERS’ RIGHTS

SHIP and ferry operators 
should hire more UK-
based seafarers to comple-
ment moves to enforce the 
national minimum wage 
(NMW) in the industry, 
the RMT transport union 
said yesterday.

The union said that 
thousands of British sea-
farers have been sacked, 
with many replaced by 
cheaper labour from other 
countries.

RMT general secretary 

Mick Cash was speaking 
before yesterday’s online 
ministerial talks on the 
enforcement of the NMW 
for UK seafarers.

“Covid-19 has been used 
by some employers in the 
ferries sector to make 
mass redundancies, even 
though the pandemic has 
triggered an international 
crewing crisis,” he said. 

“Contracts for foreign 
ratings working from UK 
ports typically pay well 

below the NMW for six 
months’ work at sea.

“The new legislation 
gives us the chance to 
take action against this 
long-standing disgrace 
and restore a level playing 
field for UK seafarers to 
compete for work — not 
just in passenger ferries 
but on the growing fleets 
needed to service the 
offshore wind, decommis-
sioning and coastal-cargo 
sectors in UK waters.”

‘Hire local seafarers to help enforce pay rate’

n COVID-19 

Ban on prison visits is ‘not justifiable’
BLANKET bans on visits to pris-
ons under Covid-19 restrictions 
are “not justifiable” and pose a 
risk to human rights, accord-
ing to a report by MPs. 

The joint committee on 
human rights said that prison 
visiting must be resumed “as 
a matter of priority,” saying 
that the suspension has had a 
“significant” impact on inmates 

and their families. 
Visits to prisons ceased on 

March 24 as part of restric-
tions which also saw activities 
suspended and time spent out 
of cells reduced to around 30 
minutes a day. 

Although the government 
announced plans to ease 
restrictions from July, the com-
mittee heard that this process 

has been “too slow,” while 
measures promised to make 
up for the loss of social visits 
such as video calls had not been 
delivered. 

The report claimed that the 
suspension of visits is a “serious 
interference with the right of 
prisoners and their families to 
respect for private and family 
life.”

n FRONT PAGE

ACT NOW OR SEE 
50,000 COVID-19 
CASES PER DAY 
FROM PAGE ONE: A new poll 
commissioned by public-
ownership campaign We 
Own It revealed yesterday 
that three quarters of the 
British public want the 
track-and-trace system to be 
run by public health teams 
and local health services 
rather than private com-
panies.

Serco and call-centre 
company Sitel were ini-
tially contracted to run 
the system up to August 
23, but their contracts 
were extended with a 
potential value of £528 
million for an undis-
closed period.

We Own It director Cat 
Hobbs said: “It’s abso-
lutely staggering that the 
government is clinging 
doggedly to its failed, 
privatised system.

“It’s time for them to 
face reality. It’s time for 
them to kick the private 
companies out of the sys-
tem and give local public 
health protection teams 
the resources to run it 
instead.”

Areas in north-west 
England, West Yorkshire 
and the Midlands face 
further local restrictions 
from today.

And in Wales, Bridgend, 
Merthyr Tydfil, Newport 
and Blaenau Gwent will 
be placed under a local 
lockdown from 6pm.

Health Secretary Matt 
Hancock said yesterday 
that the final decisions 
on national restrictions 
were still being made, 
but hinted at curbs to 
households socialis-
ing and refused to say 
whether pubs in England 
would still be open this 
weekend.

Social-media users were 
angry at the government’s 
silence following the 
scientists’ announcement 
and the hashtag #Where-
isBorisJohnson was trend-
ing on Twitter.

The PM is expected to 
hold a press conference 
today.

cerensagir@peoples-press.com

HAVE YOUR SAY!
Write (up to 300 words) to letters@

peoples-press.com or by post: 

52 Beachy Rd, London E3 
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S
OME people in sen-
ior positions in 
the labour move-
ment are arguing 
that our central 
attack on the 

Tories should be to show that 
they are incompetent and that 
Labour would be much more 
capable of handling the multiple 
crises facing the country.

The charge is incompetence 
— and the verdict is that they 
are guilty. However, it is far 
from clear that this ought to 
be the central point of Labour’s 
critique.

Let’s start with the charge. 
This bunch is perhaps the most 
incompetent shower ever to be 
elected into office in our coun-
try since universal suffrage was 
introduced.

Look at the exams fiasco 
this summer. Or the attempt 
to stampede kids back to school 
before the holidays when the 
schools simply were not ready. 
And how else can you explain 
the ghastly and unnecessary 
death toll from Covid-19?

Too many senior Tory poli-
ticians were sent off to public 
school as children. They came 
to think that they were born 
to rule. But they don’t all learn 
how to do the detailed work 
which is necessary to be an 
effective administration. All 
this is true. But the charge of 
incompetence ought not to be 
the end of the matter.

Far from it. Look at the ludi-
crous comment made by David 
Cameron the other day. The 
pandemic, he said, was “the 
rainy day we had been saving 
for. Austerity prepared Britain 
for Covid-19.” Well, how out of 
touch with lives in working-
class communities everywhere 
could you possibly be?

The real core of this govern-
ment’s problems lies in its ide-
ology. Our purpose must surely 
be to mount a bigger argument 
against the Tories than that of 
maladministration. And we can 
do this by showing that there 
is another way of running the 
country which will lead to dif-
ferent and better choices.

We can illustrate this in a 
number of ways. Let’s start with 
the often repeated phrase that 
there is no “magic money tree.” 
This assertion has been used to 
starve the NHS, care service, 
education and the criminal 
justice systems of funds for 
many years.

It left our communities lack-
ing in the resilience we needed 
to face the virus.

It was said there was no 
magic money tree when the 
wages and salaries of the 
key workers were held down 
year after year. Now they are 
whispering that they may not 
increase benefits in upcoming 
budgets.

But somehow when it comes 
to the Tories and their mates 
in big business a very differ-
ent rule applies. Suddenly a 
tree dripping with cash has 
appeared as if by magic.

Take Chris Grayling. The 
minister who was always fail-
ing. He was found a job, at 
£100,000 per annum for seven 
hours a week — the equivalent 
to four people working full 

time for a year on average pay 
in my constituency — on top 
of his salary as an MP.

And then there is the health-
care firm Randox, which 
employs Owen Paterson MP as 
a paid consultant, which was 
awarded a £133m contract 
without any other firms being 
given the opportunity to bid for 
the work. He reportedly earns 
£8,000 per month from them.

And what about firms with 
reported personal links to 
Michael Gove and Dominic 
Cummings? Public First, a 
public affairs agency run by 
two directors with close con-
nections to Cummings, has 
recently been handed contracts 
worth almost £1m, apparently 
without any consideration of 
alternative suppliers.

The list goes on and on: the 
Mirror has written of more 
than a dozen companies with 
links to the Conservative Party 
that have won almost £500m in 
contracts for equipment during 
lockdown.

This isn’t incompetence. 
It’s “hands-in-the-wallets-of-
taxpayers time.” It’s cronyism 
on an industrial scale.

But it’s also highly ideo-
logical in character. It’s about 
attacking the public sector, 
reducing the spending power 
of working people and shifting 
income and wealth towards the 
rich.

It’s what the Tories always do 
— but with brass knobs on. And 
they are using the pandemic as 
an excuse to do it.

Under these circumstances, 
it is the job of socialists to call 
out the true nature of this gov-
ernment. Make the charge of 
incompetence stick, yes. But it’s 
more than that.

They are using the Covid-19 
crisis to launch an assault on 
the basic principles of the NHS 
itself. They always say that you 
should never waste a crisis — 
and that is precisely what Cum-
mings understands.

There are five disastrous 

political choices which illus-
trate the point.

First, they are attempting 
to break the central ethos of 
the NHS which is to engage in 
public service, free at the point 
of need. What else could Matt 
Hancock have meant when he 
said last week that any service 
which is free will inevitably 
cause queues — he was talk-
ing about the backlog in test 
and trace.

Second, as we have seen they 
are handing over contracts for 
health provision to the tune of 
hundreds of millions of pounds 
to private companies whose 
primary ethos is not of service 
but of enhancing shareholder 
value. They are milking tax-
payer money in their private 
interest.

Third, they are ransacking 
public health institutions like 
Public Health England and 
replacing them in the middle 
of a pandemic with no parlia-
mentary accountability and 

The Tories are far worse 
than simply incompetent

Of course the government is badly organised, but its response to the 
pandemic is deliberate — it is ideological cronyism on an industrial scale 
and the left needs to call that out explicitly, writes JON TRICKETT MP

“
Readers of the 
Star will have 
noted that while 
in large parts of 
England we are 
struggling to get 
a test, 100 per 
cent of the kids 
and staff at Eton 
managed to 
procure one

GRIM news on rising Covid-19 cases and forecasts of a spike 
in deaths make the case for a different approach more 
urgent.

Britain needs to shift to a zero-Covid strategy, as the 
experts of Independent Sage warned months ago and as 
recommended by the Socialist Campaign Group of Labour 
MPs — though as yet the Labour Party leadership is not on 
board. The second wave is the government’s fault. It did 
not impose the original lockdown as early as it should have 
done, waiting until coronavirus was already well established 
throughout the population, making it far harder to suppress. 

It then relaxed restrictions in line with business priorities 
without reference to whether the virus was under control.

It has not established a testing regime for those coming 
into the country, as exists across most of Europe. 

It has handed the development of its test-and-trace system 
to private companies with no relevant experience and poor 
records of delivering on previous contracts, and renewed 
their contracts despite their woeful performance so far. 

Boris Johnson’s shambolic handling of the pandemic is 
not merely a failure of competence but an indictment of a 
government whose political priority has not been contain-
ing or suppressing Covid-19, but managing public reactions 
to a “world-beating” death rate, continuing the privatisation 
and fragmentation of health service delivery across Britain  
and rewarding its friends financially. This is a political question.

England’s chief medical officer Chris Whitty demonstrates 
as much when he attempts a public health rationale for 
maintaining business as usual: “If we go too far the other 
way [in imposing virus control measures] then we can cause 
damage to the economy which can feed through to unem-
ployment, to poverty, to deprivation — all of which have 
long-term health effects.”

Indeed they do, but refusing to prevent rising unemploy-
ment is a political choice. 

The government could launch a youth guarantee of jobs 
training or employment, as recommended by the Alliance for 
Full Employment being championed by former prime minister 
Gordon Brown and national and regional leaders like Welsh 
First Minister Mark Drakeford, Greater Manchester Mayor 
Andy Burnham and North of Tyne Mayor Jamie Driscoll. 

It could launch a teacher recruitment drive to facili-
tate smaller classes at school to enable socially distanced 
learning, as called for by the National Education Union.  
It could extend the job retention scheme as many other 
countries such as France and Germany are doing. It could 
nationalise stricken industries and protect jobs and skills 
in them while reshaping them to help meet national goals 
such as reduced emissions.

As for poverty and deprivation, the government should 
reverse the huge cuts to local authority budgets imposed 
over the last decade. It should drop talk of abandoning 
planned rises to the national minimum wage and introduce 
a mandatory living wage of £15 an hour as demanded by 
food workers’ union BFAWU. 

It should immediately raise statutory sick pay so that 
workers who fear they may be infected are not driven to 
continue working, putting others at risk, for fear of destitu-
tion. It should move from its inept test-and-trace programme 
to one of find, test, trace, isolate and support, so that those 
who need to isolate are given the help they need to do so 
without starving or losing their homes.

All these measures are possible, and can contribute to 
a national zero-Covid strategy that would see the virus 
reduced to minimal levels and allow widespread safe  
lifting of restrictions, as we have seen in countries that 
successfully adopted such a strategy, including China and 
New Zealand. The government is not going to adopt such 
measures simply because they work, however. 

Ministers are happy for Britain to live with Covid-19, 
unemployment and poverty. Those of us who aren’t must 
mobilise to force a change of course by exerting pressure 
at every level of government and on the streets.

The government must 
change course: we need a 
zero-Covid strategy

Star comment
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The Tories are far worse 
than simply incompetent

Of course the government is badly organised, but its response to the 
pandemic is deliberate — it is ideological cronyism on an industrial scale 
and the left needs to call that out explicitly, writes JON TRICKETT MP

T
HE Covid-19 crisis is, 
of course, unprece-
dented in the scale 
of its economic and 
social disruption. 

Yet much of the unequal impact 
of the pandemic is because it is 
operating in a world in which 
half of global wealth belongs 
to the richest 1 per cent and in 
which global and regional ine-
qualities are defined by racial, 
gender and class oppression.

Whilst billionaires increase 
their wealth and self-isolate 
on luxury yachts, workers in 
Leicester and across the world 
are forced to put themselves at 
risk in order to pay the bills.

We know that, as we rebuild 
from this crisis, we cannot 
sustain our fundamentally 
unequal social order. I believe 
that a wealth tax is crucial if 
we are to transition towards a 
fairer society.

Wealth inequality in Britain 
is even greater than income 
inequality, with the richest 10 
per cent of households owning 
40 per cent of all household 
wealth. Unlike income, wealth 
keeps growing automatically 
and exponentially because it is 
held in investments that gener-
ate even more wealth.

Wealth is also passed from 
generation to generation, and 
this dynastic aspect also mag-
nifies existing race and gender 
disparities.

A recent study by Profes-
sor Richard Murphy found 
that, over a recent seven-year 
period, income was being 
taxed at almost 10 times the 
rate of wealth. Income had 
been taxed on average at 29.4 
per cent while wealth — gener-
ated mostly from rising house 
prices and the increased value 
of personal pensions — had 
been taxed at 3.4 per cent.

This means that our over-
all tax system is incredibly 
regressive. Whilst gains from 
rising wealth are near-exclu-
sively concentrated amongst 
high earners, universal taxes 
such as council tax, VAT, the 
BBC licence fee and duties on 
alcohol and tobacco are dis-
proportionately felt by poorer 
households.

Professor Murphy concluded 
that the effective tax rate for 
the wealthiest 10 per cent of the 
population — once income and 
wealth were combined — was 
18 per cent, less than half the 
42 per cent effective tax rate for 
the bottom 10 per cent.

The aphorism “the rich get 
richer and the poor get poorer” 
has become something of a cli-
che. Yet comparing wealth and 
income tax reveals the underly-
ing truth behind this saying.

The most recent Wealth 
and Asset Survey found that, 
between 2016 and 2018, the 
wealth among the richest 10 per 
cent of households increased 
almost four times faster than 
those of the poorest 10 per cent.

A study by the Office for 
National Statistics also found 
that the poorest 10 per cent 
of households had debts three 
times greater than their assets 
compared with the richest 10 
per cent who amassed a wealth 
pile 35 times larger than their 
total debts.

The cumulative effect of this 
is that the richest 10 per cent 
hold 45 per cent of national 
wealth, with the poorest 10th 
holding just 2 per cent. This is 
an unacceptable distribution of 
our national resources.

Our government is in 
effect subsidising the obscene 
inequalities that exist in our 
country. Indeed, research by 
Tax Justice UK found that the 
government is giving some of 
the wealthiest families in Brit-
ain up to £666 million a year 
in generous inheritance tax 
reliefs on land and business 
property. In 2016, just 51 fami-
lies shared a £327m tax break 
— which worked out at roughly 
£6.4m for each person.

A YouGov poll found that 69 
per cent of the public agree that 
income from wealth should be 
taxed at least as much as income 
from work. But our billionaire-
owned right-wing press consist-
ently portrays a wealth tax as an 

unacceptable affront to enter-
prise and freedom.

This is despite mainstream 
economists, such as Thomas 
Piketty, persuasively argu-
ing for the direct taxation 
of wealth as a policy tool for 
redressing inequality.

It is obscene that, in the 
sixth richest country in the 
world, vast amounts of wealth 
are hoarded away while 14 
million British residents live 
in poverty.

The crises we face require 
radical solutions. We stand on 
a precipice, in which the crises 
of climate breakdown, rampant 
racial inequality and the shock-
ingly uneven distribution of 
resources seem irreversible.

Not only is it morally right 
for wealth to be taxed at the 
same rate as income, but the 
government also has the poten-
tial to raise up to £174 billion 
a year by doing so. This kind 
of spending power is crucial 

if we are to recover from the 
coronavirus pandemic, eco-
nomic recession, rebuild our 
public infrastructure after 10 
years of austerity and urgently 
transition to a green economy.

In 1974, a Labour govern-
ment came to power which was 
committed to introducing an 
annual wealth tax. Sadly, we 
left office without doing so. Yet 
our 2019 manifesto pledged to 
end the unfairness that sees 
income from wealth taxed at 
lower rates than income from 
work by raising the capital 
gains tax.

Redressing our illogi-
cal, regressive system of tax 
must remain a central goal of 
Labour’s policy as we organise 
to build a fairer world.

 ■ Claudia Webbe MP is the Mem-
ber of Parliament for Leicester East 
— follow her at www.facebook.com/
claudiaforLE and www.twitter.com/
ClaudiaWebbe.

A wealth tax is crucial in 
our transition to a 
sustainable, just society
Not only does research show that the  
public want wealth to be taxed at the  
same rate as income, any government that 

does so also has the potential to 
raise up to £174 billion a year, argues 
CLAUDIA WEBBE MP

handing them over to — in 
this case — a Tory peer with a 
record of failure.

Fourth, they are too often 
treating the heroic staff as if 
they were expendable domes-
tic servants. How else can you 
explain the failure to provide 
PPE or even Covid-19 tests when 
necessary? And what about the 
fact that so many key workers 
who have kept our country 
functioning throughout the 
pandemic are so badly paid 
and that many now face redun-
dancy as furlough comes to an 
end. Clapping hands outside 
Downing Street for the cameras 
simply won’t cut it.

Finally, they have left poorer 
communities stripped of the 
resilience that they need to 
fight the virus. In the care 
homes, where our most needy 
elderly people live. Amongst 
our front-line workers. Or in 
the north of England where 
the virus is worst and we are 
already going into lockdown 

again, but less than 20 per cent 
of the calls for testing produce 
an appointment. Readers of the 
Morning Star will have noted, 
by the way, that while in large 
parts of England we are strug-
gling to get a test, that 100 per 
cent of the kids and staff at 
Eton managed to procure one.

It was a working-class social-
ist who established the NHS. 
Nye Bevan said the NHS would 
survive as long as we are pre-
pared to fight for it. He was 
right.

It is the left which must 
now show not only to Labour 
but to the whole country that 
it is us — the socialists — who 
understand the moment we 
are living through and who 
have the answers. We can, and 
indeed we must, lead the way: 
remember the old slogan that 
the “cause of labour is the only 
hope for the world.”

 ■ Jon Trickett is MP for Hemsworth 
in West Yorkshire.

UNEQUAL: 
Only a tax on 
wealth as well 
as earnings can 
address the 
growing gap 
beween the rich 
and the poor
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A
S THE impend
ing economic 
crisis occupies 
the minds of the 
trade union and 
labour move

ment, alongside the continuing 
public health emergency, organ
ising to recruit, represent and 
give voice to those most affected 
has to be given priority.  

Speakers at TUC Congress 
last week, and the Labour Par
ty’s virtual Labour Connected 
events, have left us all in no 
doubt that this is urgent.

In Scotland, following calls 
from Scottish Labour, the 
Scottish Parliament did meet 
throughout the summer, albeit 
on fewer days and often in a 
virtual setting. 

This gave the MSPs the chance 
to question the First Minister 
and her government over the 
handling of the response to the 
pandemic, and to raise in public 
and in Parliament, the case stud
ies that are filling MSP mailbags. 

It is only right that ann
ouncements of public interest 
and significance during this 
crisis should be made direct to 
Parliament(s) and not fed out 
through Twitter or press confer
ences without accountability. 

Richard Leonard as leader of 
the Scottish Labour Party has 
been questioning and challeng
ing the First Minister at Ques
tion Time on the crisis in care 
homes, on PPE provisions and 

on health and safety in many 
different workplace settings. 

Scottish Labour’s campaign 
for a national care service has 
the support of the trade union 
movement, and has resonated 
with communities and families 
across Scotland, all in agree
ment that private profit has no 
place in the services we provide 
for those in need of care, be 
that in the community or in 

care homes. Labour has forced 
the First Minister to also agree 
on this principle.

The Scottish Labour cam
paign on jobs and the econ
omy, #JobsForGood, has been 
running since early July, with 
calls for Scottish government 
to use all its powers to invest 
in sectors which need specific 
help, and to deliver on a jobs 
guarantee scheme which can 

tackle some of the growing 
inequalities that have been 
exacerbated under Covid19.  

A “green economic recovery” 
will need a shift in investment 
and a followthrough on prom
ises made to Scottish workers. 

As an example of this, Unite 
the Union, along with the STUC 
and Scottish Labour, has been 
campaigning to save jobs in 
manufacturing, investing now 
for the future. 

As the Alexander Dennis 
workforce in Falkirk and Larbert 
face redundancy and job insecu
rity, surely now is the time for 
protecting the skilled workforce 
and planning ahead for new 
vehicles to deliver that cleaner, 
greener, increased capacity in 
public transport, which will 
have to come if we are to meet 
climate change targets.

The interaction between 
reserved powers held at the UK 
Parliament and Westminster, 
and the devolved powers held 
by the Scottish Parliament and 
the Welsh Parliament, has also 
been coming under scrutiny. 

Health and safety concerns 
affect every single workplace, 
every public service and every 
community.  

Health and safety legislation 

falls primarily within the UK 
Parliament’s remit, but this 
does not absolve the Scottish 
government of responsibilities 
and the partnership approach 
to which it is committed, 
through Partnership on Health 
And Safety in Scotland (PHASS). 

Rhoda Grant MSP high
lighted this summer the sig
nificant number of vacancies 
for health and safety inspectors 
across Scotland. 

These are jobs that should 

be filled now, in Scotland, as 
a matter of urgency.     

The work of the STUCaffili
ated trade unions to organise, 
represent and educate workers 
in every setting has been con
sistent throughout the summer 
months, and the STUC’s expec
tations of stronger interven
tions into the Scottish labour 
market by the Scottish govern
ment must be supported.  

Organising without being 
able to meet up, without the 

F
IRST MINISTER 
for Wales Mark 
Drakeford is a pas
sionate believer 
in devolution and 
the strength of the 

collective within Britain to be 
wielded for the common good.

He also believes in using 
positive arguments for Brit
ain, rather than the negative 
messages used in Project Fear 
during the Scottish independ
ence referendum.

“I want to go on making a 
positive case for what I think 
is the best of both worlds — 
assertive devolution in which 
we use the powers we have 
to promote the interests of 
Welsh people, as I think we 
have during the coronavirus 
crisis.

“But also for Wales to draw 
on the strength of being part of 
a successful United Kingdom.”

We discussed the TUC warn
ing of the dangers of mass 
unemployment as the furlough 
scheme is due to end on October 
31. Drakeford wants it extended, 
but in a modified way to protect 
jobs and business.

“It is incumbent on the Con
servative government to find 
a successor to the furlough 
scheme, as the current scheme is 
not what we need in the future.

“Lots of people are back in 
work but there are sectors of 
our economy which can be suc
cessful in 2021, if we can get 
them through this year.

“A cliffedge end to the fur
lough scheme will put a stop to 
businesses that otherwise could 
have been successful.

“I am completely with the 
arguments being put by the 
devolved governments together 
and the Labour front bench in 
Westminster for a successor 
to the furlough scheme that 
focuses on those sectors of the 
economy that still cannot reo
pen and to get them through 
the next difficult period.”

In a backhanded criticism 
of Chancellor of the Excheq
uer Rishi Sunak, Drakeford 
explained that although Sunak 
has talked about using innova
tive ways to continue to support 

the economy he has not given 
any detail.

“I wish he would share a bit 
of his innovative thinking with 
us so businesses in Wales can 
prepare for whatever help may 
come their way.”

Drakeford is candid that by 
itself Wales does not have the 
economic firepower to do eve
rything that is needed.

“We will use whatever pow
ers and capacity we have. But 
it has to be done alongside and 
with the cooperation of an 
active UK government, not one 
that simply says the scheme has 
finished and that is that.”

During his leadership cam
paign before he became First 
Minister the former professor 
and social worker had set out 
an ambitious green agenda to 
take advantage of the physical 
resources Wales enjoys of wind, 

tidal and solar energy sources.
I asked Drakeford whether 

the economic toll of dealing 
with the pandemic had dented 
his environmental plans and 
he was bullish in his response.

“We have to think of this 
as an opportunity, even in the 
dark days, we have got to find 
ways of creating a future which 
emphasises our own strengths 
and natural resources.”

He is clear that even in the 
bleak days of the coronavirus 
pandemic there have been posi
tive lessons to learn.

“We have to think of all this 
as a chance to make inroads 
and progress, rather than as an 
impossible barrier.”

Unlike Johnson’s govern
ment’s exhortations to get pub
lic servants back into White
hall offices, Drakeford does not 
want that for Wales.

“In our Welsh government 
headquarters building in 
Cathays Park we have some 
2,000 members of staff who 
would normally travel into 
Cardiff using private trans
port. We do not want to go 
back to that.

“Working remotely and from 
home and creating hubs closer 
to where people live is an impor
tant environmental and green 
agenda we want to take out of 

The Labour Party in Wales does not 
represent the status quo but change

Bold decisions need to be made now

In the second of a two-part interview, David Nicholson talks 
to First Minister of Wales MARK DRAKEFORD about his 
positive messages on devolution, the opportunities the 
Covid-19 pandemic has created and the green agenda

From health and safety, to 
job security, to forthcoming 
local and mayoral elections, 
there’s lots of areas where 
Labour, and Scottish Labour, 
must put forward positive 
action proposals, says  
ANN HENDERSON

DEVOLUTION 
ADVOCATE: 
Mark Drakeford

CALL TO THE 
MOVEMENT: 
Ann Henderson
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Dodds sets out the 
economic groundwork 
for Labour to build on

this experience and when we 
talk about recovery, reconstruc-
tion and the sort of jobs we cre-
ate and the type of economy we 
want to come out of it.”

I asked the First Minister to 
flesh out what opportunities 
he means.

“We are going to need to 
create jobs for many people 
in Wales, young people in par-
ticular, and to bridge [the space] 
between where the economy is 
today and where we hope it will 
be in the future.

“There is real scope to create 
those jobs in the environment, 
in biodiversity — putting right 
the damage that has been done 
to the natural environment of 
Wales.

“So when we talk about job 
creation we will definitely put 
our issues and environmental 
justice at the heart of that.”

I had already mentioned the 
physical environmental advan-
tages Wales has and Drakeford 
was clear that his government 
would be prioritising this in the 
coming years.

“We are working hard to bring 
British government back to the 
table in relation to the Swansea 
Bay tidal lagoon scheme.

“They talk about having 
‘shovel-ready’ projects to bol-
ster the economy in these dark 
days,” he says and Drakeford 
is clear that the Welsh gov-
ernment will be pushing this 
renewable energy project hard.

“We are pushing ahead a 
programme inside the Swan-
sea City deal which is based 
in Pembroke Bay and Milford 
Haven, which is a very impor-
tant part of that renewable 
energy agenda.

“So there are a whole series 
of ways in which we make the 
progress we want to see in cre-
ating an economy for Wales 
which is sustainable, works 
to our strengths and offers a 
future for the parts of Wales 
where the economy has been 
a struggle to maintain.”

I asked how much of his 
original vision for the economy 
and environment will now be 
translated into Welsh Labour’s 
manifesto for next year’s Welsh 
Parliament election.

“We have had to slim down 
our programme for govern-
ment during this Assembly 
term because of coronavirus, 
but we have not abandoned it.”

The First Minister explains 
that there is a core to his gov-
ernment’s programme which 
includes some of the projects 
we have discussed in the inter-
view which Labour will con-
tinue to push.

“But then some of these ideas 
are inevitably in manifesto ter-
ritory now which we will put 
to the people of Wales to dem-
onstrate to them that the next 
election is not a choice between 
change and the status quo.

“The Labour Party in Wales 
does not represent the status 
quo. We represent change, but 
it is a choice of change. What 
sort of change do you get if the 
Tories are in charge in Wales, as 
well as Westminster — a truly 
horrifying prospect.

“Or is it the change you get 
with a Labour government 
with a progressive agenda 
determined to use the levers 
of government in Wales to do 
the sorts of things in Wales we 
have long supported?”

The shadow chancellor announced promising ideas in her 
speech to Labour Connected. These can be developed by 
the movement but it’s essential an anti-cuts agenda is kept 
to the fore, writes JAMES MEADWAY

networks that inspire and 
develop the policies we need, 
as we go into the unknown, is 
incredibly difficult. 

TUC Congress and the Labour 
Connected events reach only 
those who log on to a computer 
— and many people do not have 
that facility or knowledge. 

Going onto the winter, with 
the prospect of continued or 
greater isolation for many, gives 
us a huge responsibility to think 
about how we build that confi-
dent movement we will need. 

The first electoral test will 
not be the general election 
in 2024, but the English local 
elections and mayoral contests 
in May 2021, and the Welsh 
and Scottish Parliament elec-
tions.  

In Scotland, in preparing for 
those elections, the labour move-
ment must make much stronger 
demands on the incumbent SNP-
led Scottish government. 

The impact of the pandemic 
is being felt just as severely in 
our care homes and communi-
ties in Scotland as elsewhere, 
and in some cases even worse. 

The Women Connected 
Labour event on Saturday 
replaced a Labour Women’s 
Conference this year. 

Without a policy-making 
function, it could be hard to 
see how the priorities of which 
women spoke will be carried 
through — but there really is 
no choice.

Labour, and Scottish Labour, 
must put forward positive 
action proposals that shape 
any jobs guarantee schemes, 
prioritise local government 
and public services on which 
on many women depend, and 
dramatically increase the 
household incomes of women. 

We need quotas for jobs 
for disabled people with the 
appropriate supports in place, 
the expansion not reduction 
of childcare provision so that 
women do not continue to drop 
out of the labour market, and it 
means recognising that fami-
lies continue to pay the price 
for racism in our society, so 
positive measures must be 
taken to tackle this. 

Funding priority, for exam-
ple, for violence against women 
projects supporting black and 
ethnic minority women and 
children, and for a public 
housing policy which actually 
increases housing supply.

Bold decisions about society’s 
resources need to be made now, 
and we all need to work out 
how to bring together the loud-
est possible voices to deliver the 
future we need. 

 ■ Ann Henderson is a Labour NEC 
and SEC member. She is running 
again for NEC membership as 
part of the Centre-Left Grassroots 
Alliance slate (along with Yasmine 
Dar, Laura Pidcock, Mish Rahman, 
Nadia Jarma, Gemma Bolton).

S
HADOW chan-
cellor Anneliese 
Dodds is start-
ing to put in 
place Labour’s 
economic vision 

for the election in 2024. 
Her speech at the Labour 

Connected event, held in lieu 
of the party’s annual confer-
ence, underlined her opposi-
tion to austerity and support 
for jobs-friendly environmental 
investment. 

And she took the Tory gov-
ernment to task for the extraor-
dinary waste of public money 
and cronyism that has seen mil-
lions of pounds go to Conserva-
tive donors for testing kits that 
were unsafe, and outsourced 
contracts fail to deliver. 

This is surely a rich seam to 
mine over the next few years.

It was a solid, if short, speech 
that laid some of the economic 
groundwork Labour will need 
to build on in the years ahead. 

There’s a broad consensus 
across the party and the wider 
labour movement on opposing 
Tory austerity cuts. 

That fight was won in the 
party under Jeremy Corbyn’s 
leadership, and across the 
country as a whole spending 
cuts are now so unpopular that 
the Tories have to keep insist-
ing that they, too, will not be 
returning to austerity. 

There’s no room for compla-
cency. The Tories are divided 
on how they exit from the first 
phase of the pandemic crisis, 
with Boris Johnson and No 10 
— keeping a close eye on their 
newly acquired “Red Wall” 
seats — pushing against spend-
ing cuts even as the Treasury 
insists on trying to shrink the 
deficit as quickly as possible. 

It is essential that the Labour 
Party and the broader move-
ment are as one in opposing 
cuts, and so better able to 
exploit those Tory divisions. 

Some of the spin around 
Dodds’s speech risked confus-
ing this message.

And we will need clearer 
future commitments on 
improving public services. Fun-
damentally, that means more 
spending. 

Health, social care and 
education all need big cash 

increases in the next few years. 
It would be wise for Labour to 

put in place the framework for 
how it is going to raise the funds, 
just as former shadow chancellor 
John McDonnell did successfully 
before the 2017 election. 

Keir Starmer’s leadership 
election pledges, including 
higher taxes on the rich, are 
a good starting point.

But as the rise in infections 
and local lockdowns make 
clear, we will not be returning 
to the pre-Covid world any time 
soon — even with a vaccine, 
our immunity to the virus may 
be limited. 

Covid-19 has made the envi-
ronmental collapse an unavoid-
able fact of everyone’s life. 

The number of epidem-
ics globally is increasing as a 
direct result of the pressure the 
economy puts on the environ-
ment, with intensive farming a 
particularly efficient incubator 
for new diseases. Early evidence 
suggests that climate change 
will increase epidemics, too, 
as existing ecosystems are 
disturbed. 

The political debates from 
here onwards are going to cen-

tre on how we deal with this 
collapse. 

Labour’s support for the 
Green New Deal, recently 
underlined by shadow busi-
ness secretary Ed Miliband, is 
important, but we need more 
than a commitment to rapid 
decarbonisation. 

We also need to lay out how 
our plans will make sure the 
grave costs of the environmen-
tal crisis, from increased flood-
ing to food shortages, are placed 
on the broadest shoulders. 

We need a plan for adapta-
tion to a changing world that 
builds in security and fairness.

It is here that the shadow 
chancellor has raised some 
interesting ideas. 

Labour’s proposals for reform-
ing the furlough scheme include 
government support for reduced 
time working — an excellent 
idea, recently proposed by the 
Autonomy think tank, and simi-
lar to what the German govern-
ment now offers. 

This would allow businesses 
to adjust to the new way of 
working, while — critically 
— making sure workers are 
properly protected. 

We know industries and sec-
tors are going to have to change 
in response to Covid-19, from 
aviation to tourism. 

So we should start to plan 
for how that can happen — and 
look to reduce working time 
overall.

And we know that some 
work is better for the environ-
ment than others. The pan-
demic has brought home the 
extraordinary dependency we 
all have on work that is often 
underpaid and undervalued, 
from cleaning to care work. 

But caring for the sick and 
the elderly, or keeping our 
streets and our workplaces 
clean, are labour-intensive jobs 
with minimal environmental 
impacts. 

Dodds has suggested, build-
ing on the work of the Women’s 
Budget Group, that any green 
recovery shouldn’t just focus 
on high-tech jobs in renewa-
bles, but look to build up and 
support work across the whole 
economy. 

Spending on care is particu-
larly jobs-rich, creating more 
jobs per pound spent than con-
struction or many other sectors. 

The Women’s Budget Group 
estimate that a Scandinavian-
style care system in the UK 
would create two million jobs 
across the country. 

These are still early days 
in the parliament, for Labour 
under its new leadership — and 
in this pandemic.

The role of shadow chancel-
lor is a thankless task, and one 
made particularly difficult by 
Covid-19, which has seen Rishi 
Sunak become one of the most 
popular politicians in the coun-
try on the back of some big 
spending. 

If Labour is to be in a posi-
tion to win in 2024, however, 
it needs to not only attack the 
government for its incompe-
tence, and for its cronyism, but 
to set out a plan for building a 
fairer country in increasingly 
difficult circumstances. 

Dodds has indicated some 
promising future directions. 
The rest of the movement has 
to start to fill in the blanks, 
and fight for a programme 
and vision that Labour can and 
must win on.

ANTI-CUTS 
CONSENSUS: 
Anneliese 
Dodds
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T
O nobody’s great 
surprise the coro-
navirus crisis has 
exposed the dread-
ful weaknesses in 

labour law in our country and 
clearly shown the need for a 
new framework of labour rights 
in Britain.

We need radical reform in 
health and safety rights, indi-
vidual rights at work and of 
course rights for trade unions 
at least compliant with Inter-
national Labour Organisation 
(ILO) Conventions 87 and 96, 
that Britain has signed, that 
guarantee a right to join a 
union, a right to organise, a 
right to collective bargaining 
and by implication a right to 
strike.

The ILO is an agency of the 
United Nations, its Conventions 
have the standing of inter-
national treaties but as the 
UK government has recently 
shown its respect for interna-
tional treaties has been shown 
to be lacking. Of the expected 
breach of the EU Withdrawal 
Agreement government minis-
ter Brandon Lewis said, “This 
does break international law … 
in a very specific and limited 
way.”

Of course we have had 40 
years of Tory and New Labour 
governments breaching inter-
national labour law in specific 
and not very limited ways!

Back to the pandemic. When 
the government first started to 
relax the lockdown and suggest 
workers, particularly teachers, 
should return to their work-
places there was much discus-
sion about safe places of work 
and the use of Employment 
Rights Act 1996 s44 that gives 
workers the qualified right 
not to work if they feel that 
the working environment is 
unsafe to do so.

The problem here is obvious, 
the onus is on the individual 

worker or groups of work-
ers. I can find no examples 
where, particularly in non-
union workplaces, this right 
was ever exercised. Although 
there are meant to be protec-
tions afforded to workers who 
exercise their rights it’s not dif-
ficult to imagine that the power 
imbalance between workers 
and employers would in most 
cases inhibit any use of s44.

Only a union presence 
could ensure workers were 
not exposed to danger and a 
union presence would probably 
negate the need to exercise s44 
rights. A union presence that 
Labour’s manifesto commit-
ments would have ensured.

Although in the current 
climate they may find it more 
difficult to limit rights to a safe 
place of work but let’s not for-
get that the Conservatives with 
their deregulatory zeal have 
made a point of targeting work-
place health and safety. Among 
the first moves of the Tory-led 
coalition when elected in 2010 
was to appoint Prof Ragnar 
Loefstedt to conduct a review 
of health and safety legislation.

His report, with the 
Orwellian title of Reclaim-
ing Health and Safety for All, 
marked the start of the shift 

away from the precautionary 
approach to workplace health 
and safety to something more 
like the US system; softening us 
up for the ill-fated TTIP treaty 
and currently what promises to 
be a truly dreadful post Brexit 
US-UK trade deal.

There can be no doubt that 
during the height of pandemic 
those who earn the least in our 
society were those who made 
the biggest contribution. Care 
workers and NHS staff, work-
ers in wholesale and retail dis-
tribution and workers in bus 
and rail transport particularly 
stand out.

What has been their reward? 
Care workers and shop workers 
who are most likely to be on 
the national minimum wage 
(NMW) have been told that the 
Chancellor is to apply an “emer-
gency brake” on increases in 
the NMW due next April. Cur-
rently set at £8.72 an hour for 
“adult” workers it was set to 
rise to £9.21 an hour, but no 
longer it seems.

In response Paddy Lillis, 
general secretary of shop 
workers’ union Usdaw, said: 
“The coronavirus pandemic 
has clearly demonstrated how 
reliant the country is on mil-
lions of low-paid key workers, 

providing essential services to 
help ensure the country is fed, 
healthy and safe. While they 
appreciated the Thursday clap-
ping, that does not put food on 
the table. The recognition they 
need and deserve is a wage they 
can live on.”

This arbitrary action taken 
by the Chancellor must clearly 
show how necessary were and 
are the measures set out in 
Labour’s recent manifesto 
committing to the introduction 
of sectoral collective bargain-
ing. The proposed Ministry of 
Labour (under whatever name 
was adopted) would have been 
charged to establish a forum 
bringing together employers’ 
federations and unions organ-
ising in the sector, in this case 
Usdaw and Unite, to bargain 
over terms and conditions.

All the evidence shows that 
union-negotiated agreements 
will have superior terms and 
conditions than wages arrived 
at by others means. More 
importantly, it introduces a 
strong element of workplace 
democracy into wage deter-
mination; collective bargaining 
led by the unions gives their 
members a voice which no 
other body, including the Low 
Pay Commission, can match.

At present, Labour remains 
committed to restoring unions 
to a central role in industrial 
relations and worker represen-
tation. There has been no repu-
diation of its labour rights offer:

“A Labour government will 
… empower workers and their 
trade unions – because we 
are stronger when we stand 
together … and roll out sec-
toral collective bargaining 
– because the most effective 

way to maintain good rights at 
work is collectively through a 
union” (2017) and “We will roll 
out sectoral collective bargain-
ing” (2019).

This includes a wider new 
framework of trade union law:

“Repeal the Trade Union Act” 
(2017) and “Repeal anti-union 
legislation including the Trade 
Union Act 2016 and create new 
rights and freedoms for trade 
unions …” (2019)

With no Labour Conference 
this year the Labour Connected 
event provides a forum for pol-
icy discussions but no decisions 
are being taken. The reports of 
the current round of National 
Policy Forum consultations 
will apparently be published 
after Labour Connected but 
nonetheless the submission 
made by Prof Keith Ewing and 
John Hendy QC on behalf of the 
Institute of Employment Rights 
to the NPF Economy, Business 
& Trade Policy Commission 
provides a good signpost for 
current and future work.

The public are more and 
more disenchanted with the 
incompetence of the govern-
ment’s failure to deal with the 
Covid-19 crisis; can and will 
this disenchantment be turned 
into something more profound? 
In which case now is not the 
time, as far as trade union and 
labour rights are concerned, to 
be turning back or moving to 
the centre.

 ■ Adrian Weir is assistant secre-
tary of the Campaign for Trade 
Union Freedom. CTUF and the 
Institute of Employment Rights 
held e-fringes during the virtual 
TUC Congress and Labour Con-
nected events — see www.ier.org.
uk/institute-events.

There will be no turning 
back on labour rights
Covid-19 strengthens the case for collective bargaining, argues ADRIAN WEIR

“
Only a union 
presence could 
ensure workers 
were not 
exposed to 
danger and a 
union presence 
would probably 
negate the 
need to exercise 
s44 rights
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N
EAR the begin-
ning of one of 
the most con-
certed creative 
outpourings in 
the history of 

Western music, and still in the 
hearty haleness of mid-life, the 
38-year-old Johann Sebastian 
Bach — one wife recently bur-
ied and several of the children 
by his new young wife soon to 
die — composed the cantata Es 
ist nicht Gesundes an meinem 
Leibe (There Is Nothing Healthy 
in My Body).

Devoted to human illness, 
spiritual and physical, in the 
time of pandemic, it is just one 
of dozens of Bach’s works that 
would nowadays require a trig-
ger warning: “This cantata may 
contain unpleasant, unsettling, 
even disturbing material.”

The text of the opening cho-
rus is overladen with guilt and 
self-loathing: “There is noth-
ing healthy in the face of God’s 
threats and there is no peace in 
my bones from my sin.”

The cantata’s poetry is drawn 
from a collection published in 
1720 by the Lutheran clergy-
man Johann Rambach, who 
also  wrote a tract on Christ’s 
crucifixion, a thick bludgeon of 
a book owned by Bach’s second 
wife Anna Magdalena.

One of the greatest masters of 
Christian masochistic imagery 
before Mel Gibson’s Passion of 
Christ, Rambach loved to write 
about pain and suffering, all 
the better to advertise the joys 
awaiting the saved in heaven.

After rising up from its open-
ing pitch that seems to anchor 

listeners to their own deprav-
ity, the bass line at the start of 
the cantata is dragged down 
through a figure that by Bach’s 
time had long been the musical 
signifier of death.

Up on the deck of this sinking 
ship, we hear heavy-burdened 
sighs from the orchestra. A still 
slower, more lugubrious version 
of this same figure is then emit-
ted by the chorus — the mortal 
body bewailing its own ills in 
downcast song.

At dramatic moments in the 
course of this portentous musi-
cal discourse, Bach introduces a 
full texture of brass instruments 
playing the familiar tune of the 
Passion chorale, whose text 
would have been known to con-
temporary congregations: “My 
heart is filled with longing/To 
pass away in peace.”

From the tribulations of the 
earthly body, release comes only 
from escaping the world itself. 

This hymn shimmers as if from 
heaven and it is both harmoni-
ous with, and independent 
from, the tortured, serpentine 
counterpoint of the voices and 
other instruments.

A tenor recitative follows this 
chorus. Like 18th-century ope-
ras, Bach’s cantatas generally 
alternate movements devoted 
to the quick delivery of slabs 
of text — recitatives — with 
arias, more static reflections 
using shorter poetic units and 
involving a great deal of textual 
repetition.

In twisted, pain-wracked 
melodic contours and lashing 
chromatic harmonies, Bach 
lays out the central thesis of 
the work: “The whole world is 
a hospital, filled with countless 
people, even children in their 
cribs, stricken by illness.”

One person suffers the fever 
of lust, another stinks with 
pride, a third — and here, one 
thinks of the healthcare execu-
tives of our times —  is tossed 
into a premature grave by the 
consumption of avarice. The lep-
rosy of sin devastates the limbs 
of all people.

“Who is my doctor?” asks 
the recitative rhetorically at its 
panicked conclusion.

The answer is voiced only late 
in the subsequent bass aria, in 
ecstatic arcs of soaring melody 
— all joyful hope in contrast to 
the pained introversion of the 

preceding recitative: “You are 
my doctor, Lord Jesus, only you 
know how to cure my soul.”

The sicknesses catalogued are 
both metaphorical and real. Sin 
is the cause of all suffering but 
Bach’s musical depictions of 
a host of maladies in the bass 
aria alone are so detailed and 
evocative that they must have 
made his infirm and often sickly 
congregations uncomfortably 
conscious of their bodies and 
all the diseases and discomforts 
that afflicted them.

Death lived among them, not 
in the care home for the elderly 
on the edge of town.

After the cry for help that 
opens this bass aria, “leprosy” 
and “boils” are depicted in twist-

ing, repeated figures that cap-
ture both the immediate pain 
and the relentless progress of 
disease.

Later, ineffective “herbs” and 
“compresses” offer glimpsed 
hopes of comfort but these 
quickly give way again to pain 
and despair until the doctor 
Jesus makes his house call at 
the door of the soul.

Though composed before 
our antiseptic age, this aria 
offers an unforgettable evoca-
tion of the way the patient’s 
squirming and sweating in the 
waiting room gives way both 
to anticipation and to dread 
as the door opens on to the 
bright white of the examina-
tion room — except that dur-

ing the pandemic the waiting 
room is most often your own 
ever-shrinking quarters, a real 
prison, or the street.

On the most obvious the level, 
the cantata relates the scorn for 
earthly existence harboured by 
millenarians and political qui-
etists.

In a world of questionable 
medical procedures and men-
acing diseases that killed the 
malnourished and maltreated 
with even greater efficiency 
than Covid-19, the only hope is 
offered in heaven.

In that Bach’s gripping music 
captures the opposing forces of 
hope and futility so often felt 
by sick people, then as now, it 
offers a strange solace.

Even in its exacting repre-
sentations of suffering, the can-
tata soothes, partly by looking 
beyond its immediate circum-
stances and sorrows, while at 
the same time wallowing in 
them.

One doesn’t have to be reli-
gious to recognise the weirdly 
ecstatic quality in the music and 
the complicated psychological 
state it represents.

Dependent on the body to 
be sung, played and heard, the 
cantata nonetheless strives to 
overcome the human condi-
tion, even if death is the only 
real cure.

Does the music succeed in 
healing itself? There may be 
nothing healthy in this music 
but it does not die.

As the goodly doctor Hippo-
crates reminds us: “Ars longa, 
vita brevis” — “Life is short, art 
eternal.”

 ■ This is an extract from a longer 
article by David Yearsley in Coun-
terpunch,  counterpunch.org. He 
can be reached at    dgyearsley@
gmail.com

Listening to one of the great composer’s cantatas, 
DAVID YEARSLEY is struck by how it resonates so 
acutely in the era of Covid

Bach to the future pandemic

CONTEMPORARIES: Portraits of 
(left) Johann Rambach by 
Friedrich Carl Groger and (above) 
Johann Sebastian Bach by Elias 
Gottlob Haussmann

MUSIC

ALBUM REVIEWS I TONY BURKE

King King
Maverick
(Channel 9 Music)
HHHII

THE fifth album from the Brit-
ain’s top blues-rock outfit King 
King, Maverick follows 2017’s 
critically acclaimed album 
Exile & Grace — it was Classic 
Rock’s magazine’s Blues Album 
of the Year.

Maverick was cut in King 
King’s home town of Glasgow 
and it’s the debut recording on 
their own label.

“I named the album Maver-
ick at a time when it was risky 
to do so,” says band leader Alan 
Nimmo.

“I made some bold moves and 
changes from band members 
to behind-the-scenes stuff. I 
guess that’s who I am. I’m a 

risk-taker.”
All the songs bar one were 

co-written by the band, which 
features a new line-up with the 
kilt-wearing Nimmo on guitar 
and vocals.  

There are two singles on 
the album — I Will Never Fail 
which got plenty of airplay on 
Planet Rock and Never Give 
In, which is likely to follow 
suit.

Super Chikan and Terry 
‘Harmonica’ Bean
From Hill Country Blues to  
Mississippi Delta Blues
(Wolf Records) 
HHHHI

JAMES JOHNSON — aka Super 
Chikan — lives in Clarksdale 
Mississippi and performs solo 
and with his band the Fight-
ing Cocks.

Chikan is unique in making 
his own guitars — some from 
from cigar boxes — which he 
hand-paints and musically he 
creates a unique driving slide 
blues sound.

Terry “Harmonica” Bean 
hails from the north Mississippi 
Hill Country and has appeared 
in two great documentary films 
about the Mississippi blues.

They share 15 tracks recorded 

in the field in Pontotoc (Bean) 
and Clarksdale (Chikan) in 2018 
and this is gutbucket blues as 
played for the patrons of swel-
tering juke joints, with Bean 
playing classics like Black 
Cat Bone and Walkin’ Blues, 
while Chikan is on blistering 
form with tributes to bluesmen 
Jimmy Reed, Muddy Waters and 
Elmore James. The Mississippi 
blues are alive and well.

Looking Through a Glass 
Onion
The Beatles Psychedelic Song-
book 1966 - 1972 
(Grapefruit)
HHHHI

THE BEATLES’ Revolver, Sgt 
Pepper, White Album, Magical 
Mystery Tour and Abbey Road 
sets provided the source for 
countless cover versions and 
and this 3CD set features some 
of the more adventurous and 
radical reworkings.

Among them are covers 
from well-known artists 
such as Deep Purple, The 
Hollies  and The Tremoloes, 
along with a spaced-out Duffy 
Power, avant-garde sax man 
Lol Coxhill, rockers Stone The 
Crows, Spooky Tooth and prog 
rockers Affinity — all doing 

I Am The Walrus — The 
Shadows, Cliff Bennett and 
the Rebel Rousers and guitar 
virtuoso Davy Graham. And 
Dame Vera Lynn.

There are lots of unknowns 
who had a go too —  Jawbone, 
Episode Six and Trucial States.

With 68 tracks, a 40-page 
booklet, memorabilia, rare 
labels and photos, it’s a real 
Magical Mystery Tour.
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n WOMEN’S BASKETBALL

Inconclusive Covid test sees 
play-off game postponed
by Our Sports Desk

THE opener of the WNBA play-
off series between the Seattle 
Storm and the Minnesota Lynx 
was postponed nearly 90 min-
utes before its scheduled tip-off 
on Sunday because of inconclu-
sive Covid-19 test results for 
Storm players.

The players with inconclusive 
results have undergone addi-
tional testing and are in isola-
tion, according to the WNBA.

WNBA Commissioner Cathy 
Engelbert was at the hotel 
when she found out about 
the inconclusive results and 
boarded the Storm’s bus to let 
them know.

“We needed more testing and 
data,” Engelbert said in a TV 
interview. “As soon as I talked 
to them they were concerned 
about health and safety, and it 
wasn’t about basketball at that 
point.”

The Lynx had already arrived 
at the arena and some of the 
players had been warming up 
when they were told the game 
was postponed.

“This is the hardest part of 
Covid-19 [when] putting on live 
sports,” Engelbert said. “Every 
day you’re reset to zero. Keep-
ing the bubble safe and mak-
ing sure there’s no community 
spread. The purpose of testing 
programme and protocols is to 
pull anyone out before they are 
infectious.”

The league announced on 
Sunday night that Game 1 of 
the best-of-five semi-final series 
would be played tonight. That 
was supposed to be Game 2.

“We want to make sure we 
have all the data and testing 
if someone is affected with 
Covid,” Engelbert said. “We can 
isolate them and take care of 
their safety. Hopefully we’ll get 
good data over the next 24 to 

48 hours. Hopefully get back on 
the court for Game 1 on Tues-
day. We will test them tonight 
and have additional testing on 
those players that had inconclu-
sive results.”

Engelbert, along with play-
ers’ union head Terri Jackson, 
went into the Connecticut 
locker room after the Sun’s 
semi-final series win over Las 
Vegas to tell the players about 
what had happened.

“None of us knew what was 
going on of course,” Connecti-
cut coach Curt Miller said after 
his team’s win. “Cathy came 
and spoke to our teams. We’ve 
done a great job of keeping 
Covid out of our bubble. I hope 
these are false positives. The 
thing that is concerning is the 
multiple positives.”

The commissioner also 
talked to the Las Vegas coaches 
about it. The Aces had gone 
through an inconclusive test 
result in the regular season; 
Lindsay Allen had to miss a 
game because of one.

Las Vegas coach Bill Laim-
beer said in a post-game inter-
view that the league had sent 
an email to the four teams still 
playing to outline the potential 
problem of inconclusive posi-
tive results.

The WNBA made it through 
the regular season with a few 
false positive tests for the 
coronavirus, but no players 
developed Covid-19 once the 
season started. The season is 
being played inside a bubble 
environment at IMG Academy 
in Bradenton, Florida.

“The Storm organisation 
fully supports the decision to 
postpone the game. The health 
and safety of the WNBA play-
ers, team staff and all those 
involved in the production of 
this season remains our top 
priority,” Storm co-owner Lisa 
Brummel and CEO and general 
manager Alisha Valavanis said 
in a statement.

Everyone inside the bubble 
has been tested for the virus 
every day.

“You have to follow your gut 
and instinct and data and sci-
ence,” Engelbert said. “Every-
thing has worked in the bub-
ble because we followed the 
science. We had players miss 
games in the regular season. 
This was the right thing to do 
today.”

n ATHLETICS

Teagle respects Mentrida’s sportsmanship
by Our Sports Desk

A BRITISH triathlete who 
secured a podium finish after 
a rival runner allowed him to 
pass after he took a wrong turn 
has promised he would do the 
same.

James Teagle was closing 
in on third place in the 2020 
Santander Triathlon event in 
Spain when he missed the fin-
ish chute in the 10km run and 
was overtaken by 21-year-old 
Diego Mentrida.

However, as the 24-year-old 
Briton looked on in despair, he 
saw Mentrida slow down and 

let him cross the finishing line 
ahead of the Spaniard to claim 
third place.

Loughborough-based Teagle, 
who competes for the Span-
ish Alusigma Penota Triatlon 
team,said: “I’m actually racing 
him this weekend, so I owe 
him, if he does the same thing, 
to let him go past. I’d look a 
right villain if not.”

The event took place last 
weekend, but video footage 
of the dramatic conclusion 
has since been shared widely 
on social media and Mentrida 
showered with praise.

Teagle said: “Essentially I get 
to the finishing chute and there 

are two ways to go and I choose 
the way with the big red arch in 
front of me and keep running 
that way until the crowd shout: 
‘You’re going the wrong way!’ 
in Spanish.

“I turned around and there’s 
Diego 50m the other way from 
the actual finish chute and we 
both start sprinting.

“In the video, you can see me 
run through and crash into the 
barrier and I put my arm up 
– I was frustrated because I’d 
made a stupid mistake – and 
that’s when Diego stops, to my 
surprise.

“I wouldn’t have held it 
against him if he didn’t. He 

shows great integrity and 
sportsmanship and lets me 
pass.

“You can see in the video, 
I’m a bit confused still as to 
where the finish line is, but it 
was great sportsmanship.”

Mentrida’s incredible display 
of sportsmanship, which came 
after competitors had battled 
it out over a 1.5km swim and 
40km on the bikes before tak-
ing to the roads, left Teagle 
almost speechless.

He said: “There was a full 
range of emotions, and obvi-
ously you’re really tired a the 
end of a race as well. It was 
incredible, but that’s kind of 

what you get in sport some-
times.

“It never usually goes your 
way, it’s very rare that it goes 
exactly how you want it to, 
but to see that integrity, that’s 
incredible. It took me by sur-
prise, I’ll be honest.

“I shook his hand really 
quickly initially because I 
didn’t know where the finish 
line was still and then shook 
his hand again afterwards and 
said: ‘Thank you very much, 
that was incredible.’”

Mentrida said after the race: 
“When I saw that he had missed 
the route, I just stopped. James 
deserved this medal.”

n MEN’S RUGBY UNION

Supporters set to 
return for Bath
by Our Sports Desk

BATH will welcome spec-
tators back to the Recrea-
tion Ground tonight as 
they target another major 
step towards the Premier-
ship play-offs.

Victory over Gloucester 
would take Bath second 
in the table behind runa-
way leaders Exeter.

Their final league game 
is away to Saracens on 
Sunday week, with play-
off rivals Wasps, Sale 
Sharks and Bristol all 
having two matches left.

The west country derby 
will see 1,000 fans attend 
in a third crowd pilot 
Premiership fixture, after 
matches at Harlequins 
and Gloucester earlier 
this month.

“For us, it is a great 
opportunity now because 
we have worked hard and 
put ourselves in a posi-
tion for it to be a good 
opportunity,” Bath rugby 
director Stuart Hooper 
said.

“If we had won only 
two games from the seven 
[since the Premiership 
restarted last month] 
then it wouldn’t be, so it 
is a real opportunity for 
us, but it is because we 
have created it.

“It has been good for 
the lads to have a good 
couple of days off before 
we have regrouped and 
prepared to get going 
again.

“They have been flat out 
and giving us absolutely 
everything.”

Bath were beaten 29-15 
by Gloucester when the 
clubs last met eight 
months ago, but Hooper 
added: “We have devel-
oped a fair bit since then.

“They performed well 
in that game. Take noth-
ing away from them, they 
deserved the victory and I 
think that we were pretty 
off that day.

“It is a new fixture, it’s 
another opportunity and 
we won’t be dwelling on 
what happened in the 
past.”

n RUGBY UNION

Women’s Six 
Nations gets 
final date
DATES have been announced 
for the remaining 2020 
Women’s Six Nations games.

The competition, halted 
earlier this year because of 
the coronavirus pandemic, 
is set to resume on October 
25 with Scotland tackling 
France in Glasgow and Ire-
land hosting Italy.

Runaway tournament lead-
ers England play their final 
match against Italy in Parma 
on November 1, when victory 
would guarantee them the 
title and a Grand Slam.
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