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Welcome to the first issue of our bulletin produced

by members and supporters of Socialist AlternatIve

in UNISON. We are active across different service

groups and workplaces including Local Government,

Higher Education and Health. We include in our ranks

shop stewards, Health and Safety reps, branch

secretaries and members of the NEC. 

We argue for the adoption of a combative strategy

against the attacks of the employers and for

UNISON to become a democratic, fighting union. To

that end, we will work with others on the left who

share this goal. 

WHO ARE
SOCIALIST
ALTERNATIVE?



The trade union movement is millions strong. If

organised with a militant leadership, we can beat

back any attacks from the Tories and fight for real

improvements for ordinary people.

At the same time we are a Marxist organisation and

believe we need to get rid of the capitalist system

which prioritises the drive for profit over the needs of

the majority. We need a society that puts the billions

before the billionaires - where the resources are

democratically owned and planned in the interests of

working class people - a socialist society.

This struggle is international - and we are part of

International Socialist Alternative

(internationalsocialist.net), a global organisation

fighting for socialism in over 30 countries around

the world. If you agree, we urge you to join us!

TO JOIN US, GO TO: 
WWW.SOCIALISTALTERNATIVE.NET/GET-INVOLVED

Socialist Alternative - ISA England, Wales and Scotland
International Socialist Alternative

@SocialistAlternative.EWS @Socialist_Photos

@SocialistAltEWS @ISA_Socialist
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GENERAL SECRETARY
ELECTION RESULT

In the recent UNISON General Secretary elections,
continuity candidate Christina McAnea was elected
General Secretary of public-sector trade union UNISON
following a decade of austerity.

The retirement of outgoing General Secretary Dave
Prentis presented an opportunity to push back against
decades of conservative conciliation by the union’s
leadership. In 2015, the last General Secretary election
ended under a cloud. Amid allegations of collusion
between Prentis supporters, union officials and
employers, ‘Team Dave’ failed to get over 50% of the
vote for the first time in the union’s history.

McAnea polled 48% (63,900), with Paul Holmes
(Unison Action) winning 34% (45,200). Roger
McKenzie polled 11% (14,450), partly owing to an
endorsement from the former Labour Party leader,
Jeremy Corbyn, which gave him the opportunity to
appear to be on the left. The Socialist Party candidate,
Hugo Pierre, won 8% (10,380).

Had the three challengers, all to the left of the Prentis
group, been able to agree to unite behind one
candidate, the leadership of our union could have
begun a process of long overdue change. Under these
circumstances, impelled by trying to build a fight
against the pay freeze in the absence of any serious lead
from the Unison tops, activists from across the union’s
left came together under the banner of UNISON Action.
The aim was to challenge for positions at every level of
the union in an attempt to transform it into a fighting,
democratic organisation.

UNISON Action has had some successes, hosting
impressive conference fringe events, making
incremental gains on the National and Service Group
Executives and developing a social media presence.
However, attempts to agree a single left candidate were
thwarted at the end of last year. A majority of the
UNISON Action Steering Committee agreed to support
Paul Holmes; however the Socialist Party chose not to
accept this and stood Hugo Pierre, who finished fourth
out of four. 

Although the Paul Holmes campaign did not win the
election, it did achieve a third of the total cast and has
energised new groups of activists within the union. It
won the endorsement of parts of the union which have
not historically been engaged with an organised left
and was the most successful left-wing challenge in the
history of the union in recent elections.

His campaign also shows some of the potential for a
genuine grassroots broad left organisation that
transforms our union into a fighting force. To defeat the
entrenched right-wing in UNISON it will be necessary
to go much further than the Holmes campaign this year
and previous other left campaigns in the union, in order
to reach the vast majority of members who still did not
vote in this election. 

This is why Socialist Alternative members argue for an
open, democratic broad left which is based on
organising and struggle, in which thousands of
UNISON activists representing hundreds of thousands
of members could see a non-sectarian space for them to
come together, discuss in a constructive way, resist the
employers and get around the bureaucracy.

Unsurprisingly, since winning the election McAnea has
made it clear that she intends to continue with the
status quo in terms of the union’s strategy in disputes
and defending members from attacks. Indeed, in an
interview on Radio 4’s ‘Woman’s Hour’ in January, she
boasted about her record compared to other union
leaders and decried the “empty threats” of those
leaders when they announce they’ll ballot members for
action. 

Just like the Starmerite wing of the Labour Party has
done, of which McAnea is part of, she has clearly
signalled to the establishment that UNISON will be a
safe pair of hands.

Furthermore, at a recent social care rally, one of the
platform speakers was former Tory Health Secretary,
Jeremy Hunt. UNISON members and activists won’t
need reminding about the damage caused by Hunt’s six
years in charge of health, which brought historic
underfunding of the NHS, hospital closures and
rampant privatisation. As bad as the previous
leadership was under Dave Prentis, they never cosied
up to the likes of Jeremy Hunt; at least not in public at a
social care rally!

As public sector workers that have kept the country
going during the pandemic, we know all too well the
challenges that we face. Public Services, including the
NHS and Local Government Social Care, are facing the
threat of further pay freezes, attacks on our Terms and
Conditions and yet further privatisation. After more
than ten years of vicious austerity, some councils will
be facing bankruptcy. This has already led to some
Labour councils using 'fire and rehire' tactics - most 
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notably Tower Hamlets in June last year, which
provoked strike action amongst thousands of UNISON
members.

The incumbent UNISON leadership will be incapable of,
and unwilling to defend our members in the face of
such an onslaught. That’s why we need a left leadership
of UNISON; one able to organise amidst the Covid and
post-pandemic situation; willing to lead from the front,
capable of delivering support to members who wish to
fight back, with a clear perspective that determined
action is the most effective way of defending and
delivering better for our members. 

If you agree with us, join Socialist Alternative!

 

What we demand

 
Build for nationally coordinated action on pay, with a £15 per hour
minimum wage included in all future pay claims.
Prepare for a battle against the new wave of austerity that is coming our
way, providing resources to branches and regions to organise disputes
and linking them together. Public sector workers and the services we
deliver must not be sacrificed to pay for the economic crisis ushered in
by Covid-19.
Build on work on social care that has taken place in the North West, in
particular, and fight for a care model that is delivered by the public
sector and free of all the privateers and profiteers.
Actively challenge and fight against racism, homophobia, disability
discrimination and sexism.
Fight back against local government cuts, regardless of which party is
delivering them. There should be no barrier to organising industrial action
against Labour councils that are attacking our members’ jobs, terms and
conditions and our services. 
A new relationship with the Labour Party: Labour politicians at all levels  -
nationally, regionally and locally - must only receive UNISON funding if
they are willing to join us in the fight against austerity and our fight for
socialism.

 



"Socialist Alternative members
argue for an open, democratic
broad left which is based on
organising and struggle, in which
thousands of UNISON activists
representing hundreds of
thousands of members could see a
non-sectarian space for them to
come together, discuss in a
constructive way, resist the
employers and get around the
bureaucracy."



After ten years of cuts, privatisation, job losses and service closures, this year councils
are facing a new budget crisis with a black-hole of up to £2 billion.

Last summer, at the height of the first lockdown and the Covid-crisis, the Local
Government Association reported that nine out of every ten councils would
overspend over the 2020-21 financial year, despite emergency Government funding.
Hampshire County Council, for example, reported a net budget gap of around £80m
whilst Leeds City Council forecast it needed to find £52.6m by March, saying more
than 400 jobs could be lost as a result.

In Greater Manchester, which has felt the brunt of council cuts and austerity over the
last ten years, Manchester City Council’s budget hit was estimated at £152m.
Stockport Council was looking at a £40m hit, Salford at least £33m, Oldham £46m
and Trafford £37m. Trafford also had to borrow from a commercial bank to cover its
day-to-day costs. Despite their promises that austerity has ended, government
support at that point was only a third of those predicted losses.

Since the finance settlement was announced late last year, these shortfalls have
decreased. In Manchester, for example, the potential deficit has more than halved but
there are still proposals to raise Council Tax by 5%, cut homelessness services by
£2.3m and cut 200 jobs. The leader of the council, Richard Leese, has described the
settlement as “completely inadequate” but has failed to suggest any alternative other
than to pass on Tory cuts to the working class communities that he is supposed to
serve. 

RESISTING
LOCAL
GOVERNMENT
CUTS 
Matt Kilsby



However, there is an alternative to Labour councils continuing to implement Tory
cuts - an alternative which would inspire support from working class people,
council workers, community campaigners, service users, etc. 

There was a glimpse of this when, in October, Greater Manchester was informed
that it would be moved into 'Tier 3', meaning a significant increase in restrictions
to the service sector of the local economy. Political leaders in the city region, led
by Labour Mayor Andy Burnham argued that the bare minimum the city region
would need in order to avoid a devastating impact on workers, the self-employed
and small businesses, was £65m. 

Despite this the Government insisted they would only award £60m, meaning
that workers unable to work as a result of the new restrictions would only receive
67% of their wages. When GM leaders refused to accept this, the Government
walked away from negotiations and threatened to give GM as little as £22m.

Burnham’s stance inspired support from across the region - even from those on
the left that were suspicious of him and his record as a Blairite MP.
Demonstrations were held across the region and there was widespread support
of someone that was finally providing some sort of opposition to the Tories. This
was, of course, in the context of a complete lack of opposition from Keir Starmer
and the rest of the Labour Party leadership to the Tories’ shameful handling of
the pandemic.

There is clear anger against the Tories and the rottenness of the capitalist system.
Last year Burnham and his fellow Council leaders became an unlikely - and
unwilling - conduit for that anger. And unlike in 2010, people will not fall for the
myth that austerity is needed and that we must pay for the economic crisis with
our jobs and services.

Instead of wringing their hands and agreeing to yet more cuts, as they’ve done for
the last ten years, Labour councils must stand up and resist. 2020 was Boris
Johnson’s year of U-turns, from free school meals (twice) to school closures and
the extension of the furlough scheme. Just imagine the power that Labour
councils would have if they came together against the cuts that will
disproportionately hit those UNISON members that have kept the country going
through the Covid-crisis.

That’s why Socialist Alternative members in UNISON call upon all Labour
councils to lend their support to a Conference of Resistance, organised as
soon as possible in 2021, to make plans for 'no cuts' and 'needs-based'
budgets, and bring together trade unionists, council workers, community
campaigners, etc. to build a movement to force the Government to properly
fund jobs and services.

"Instead of wringing their
hands and agreeing to yet more

cuts, as they’ve done for the
last ten years, Labour councils

must stand up and resist."



RESISTING THE
TORIES' PAY

FREEZE
Last November the Tory government announced that millions of public sector workers are in line for a
pay freeze this year, in the wake of the pandemic. After 10 years of vicious Tory austerity, mainly aimed at
the public sector, this comes as no surprise and the message is that we should expect 'more of the same'.

The Institute for Fiscal Studies pointed out that the pay freeze comes on the back of a decade of public
sector pay caps and freezes, and stated that: “relative to pay in the private sector, public sector pay prior
to the pandemic was at its lowest point in more than 25 years”. The Government claims to have no
money, yet there are 1200 pandemic-related government contracts worth nearly $22billion, half of which
went to Tory Party cronies. So it is a political decision to freeze our pay; not an economic one.

However, as retail workers are suffering mass redundancies, as well as attacks on wages and terms and
conditions, the Tories are cynically trying to sow the seeds of division between public and private sector
workers.

Of course, the Tories clam that this is just a 'pay pause' and that NHS workers will be exempt. But when
inflation is taken into account, this is a real terms pay cut for millions of us. This is because our cost of
living increases, whilst wages fall behind. If rent, food and petrol costs are rising whilst wages are frozen,
workers lose out. As for the NHS exemption, the chancellor did not commit any funding and has kicked
this into the long grass of a pay review body process. It will be May 2021 at the earliest by the time NHS
workers find out what their pay increase might be.

The response from UNISON has been typically supine. Whilst describing the pay freeze as a “kick in the
teeth”, there is no prospect of our union leaders organising and inspiring our members into taking action
that will be required to force the government to back down. After a recent Savanta ComRes poll found
that 53% of the public thought that pay rises for NHS workers should be brought forward immediately,
UNISON wrote a letter to Boris Johnson calling on him to intervene and speed up the pay review process.
But just as hand claps and platitudes won’t pay the bills, letters won’t force Johnson and co. to back
down.

We must organise against this pay freeze, linking workers across the public and private sector. The TUC
needs to co-ordinate action across the unions early in 2021, so we can build campaigns around a call for
the government to 'Pay Up Now’ and to cut across any attempt to divide workers. We need to raise within
our UNISON branches the need for a genuine, determined and militant campaign for a 15% pay increase
in the Public Sector, to address the 20% real terms pay cut that frontline workers have suffered in the last
10 years.

At the end of last summer, the North West region’s response to the Local Government pay consultation
showed what is possible with organisation and a willingness to engage with members to build for action
on pay. It is notable that a number of NW branches in the consultation were able to surpass the Tories’
50% turnout threshold, including in Salford which is led by a Socialist Alternative member. 

Socialist Alternative supporters are determined to work with other genuine lefts to harness the
anger of members and to raise aspirations so that we can secure pay awards that workers deserve,
while protecting our members from any attempt make them pay for the Government’s failures.

Kevin Corran



"Just as hand claps and platitudes
won’t pay the bills, letters won’t
force Johnson and co. to back
down...

We need to raise within our
UNISON branches the need for a
genuine, determined and militant
campaign for a 15% pay increase in
the Public Sector, to address the
20% real terms pay cut that
frontline workers have suffered in
the last 10 years."



THOUSANDS MARCH
FOR “LA SANTÉ EN

LUTTE” IN BELGIUM
This slightly edited report from the Autumn was originally published on the website of International Socialist

Alternative. We think it will be of interest to all public sector workers looking to fight back, to ensure health is put

before profit. For more reports and analysis from around the world, visit www.internationalsocialist.net

More public resources for healthcare for all!

Health workers have been taking action around the world.
Up to 7,000 people participated in the protest organized
by the activist network ‘La Santé en Lutte’ (Health in
Struggle) in Brussels. The mobilization was seen by many
not only as a way to move from applause to street protest
in support of health workers and their demands, but also
as the best way to ensure that social resistance comes out
of lockdown.

Nursing staff were very visible in the crowd, thanks to
their gowns often decorated with slogans and the
multitude of signs and banners. It was a tide of home-
made signs that swept over the Mont des Arts, with
slogans such as “Nurses not well treated means patients
in danger”, “Not infected by Covid-19, but yes by rage”,
”Capital kills the hospital” … There also was a large
number of placards and banners related to the defence
and strengthening of social security, denouncing the
deadly consequences of austerity. Above the protest flew a
gigantic banner, which read: “No profit on our lives.”

The working class needs to show its strength to force the
government to invest in quality public services accessible
to all, with good working and salary conditions for all 
(from nurses and carers to cleaning and kitchen staff). 

The demonstration last Sunday undoubtedly was a
step in the direction of building such a relation of
forces.

Members of PSL/LSP, the Belgian section of
International Socialist Alternative, and the socialist
feminist campaign, ROSA mobilized actively for this
demonstration. We helped to form blocks of workers
from different sectors and had a ROSA block. The
demonstration was made up of separate blocks of 400
people to ensure social distancing and everyone wore
masks. The authorities at first tried to ban the protest
because of the health measures. An open letter signed
by over 1,000 health workers built pressure to make
the authorities allow the protest.

It has become clear through the pandemic that
workers’ protest is essential to obtain secure working
conditions. Workers at the ABInBev brewery in Jupille
(near Liège) went on strike after an outbreak of Covid-
19. The response of the management was a scandal:
instead of assuring safe working conditions and
health measures, it used repression against the picket
lines.

The narrative that ‘we are all in it together’ is wrong.
The bosses are only interested in profits, while the
authorities turn a deaf ear to the legitimate demands
of health workers. Under pressure from the mood in
society, the federal caretaker government announced
it will invest €1bn euro in health care. It remains to be
seen what will be left once the promises are translated
into concrete action. Furthermore, it is insufficient
after the previous government’s austerity measures
cut €2.3bn from the health care sector.

The demonstration of ‘La Santé en Lutté’ was only a
first step to end the lockdown of social struggle. This
struggle will be necessary: workers have no choice but
to organize the fight back against all attempts to make
us pay for the economic, health and ecological crises
— the failures of capitalism, in short. It is the
workers who make the world go round, not the
shareholders who pocket the profits. It is the
workers that need to take society into their hands!
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