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Covid-19 coronavirus crisis: Issues Facing
Workers in the UK

Wednesday 25 March 2020, by VENTON Richie (Date first published: 24 March 2020).

The entire world and its political-economic system has been turned upside down by the
Covid-19 coronavirus crisis.

Beliefs and ideologies preached as unchallenged gospel for decades are being exposed and ignored
even by their most zealous adherents, such as the British Tories.

Tory Ideology Junked

Maggie Thatcher infamously declared “There’s no such thing as society”.

Now we see the monumental mobilisation of collective efforts to combat C-19, where selfish
individualism and the greed incited by Thatcher and her successors is exposed to millions as utterly
useless and morally repugnant in a crisis.

Theresa May mockingly rejected calls for investment in jobs, wages and services by announcing
“There is no money tree.”

Mere months later, an entire orchard of them has cropped up, as the Tories are compelled to wield
the power and resources of the state to fight this virus.

Just weeks ago, Home Secretary Priti Patel denounced millions as “unskilled” (and unwelcome in
Britain!). Now millions of underpaid, undervalued workers in social care, cleaning, retail and the
NHS are being begged to risk their lives to “save the nation.”

And contrary to decades of denial - not only by the Tories, but Blairite New Labour, and even some
self-styled ’socialists’ - we are being forcefully reminded that there’s such a thing as 'the working
class’!

Everyday life, indeed human survival, depends entirely on millions of workers, with multiple skills in
multiple occupations, getting out of their beds and going to work. In contrast, some of the engorged
fatcat company executives are so critical to civilisation that they are selfishly bolting the country in
search of safe havens for themselves!

Wakeup Call to Millions

This whole, frightening crisis is a huge wake-up call about the continued, deep class divisions in
society, and the utter inability of the capitalist 'free’ market to protect the mass of humanity. And
equally, it may open the eyes of millions to the advantages of human cooperation, solidarity and
collective effort.

The criminal consequences of decades of globalisation and capitalist neoliberalism are wreaking
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havoc, literally slaughtering the innocent.

Millions are gripped by fear, and amidst this unprecedented crisis we see all that is best and worst
about the world and the people we live amidst. The hedge fund speculators making £50m by betting
that shares in the leisure industry will fall; the taxi drivers giving free lifts to NHS workers.

At the heart of this nightmare, the need for human solidarity, for cooperation and collaboration has
never been more critically urgent, putting human need for millions first, second and always, as
opposed to the inhuman greed of the handfuls who rule and ruin our societies.

Free Market Failure

Up until a matter of weeks ago, Boris Johnson and his class were adamant that the free market
economy, with the drive for profit maximization as its kernel, is the one, the only, and the ideal way
to organise society. The notion of state intervention was condemned as interfering socialist lunacy,
totally inappropriate in 'the modern world’.

BoJo’s government has inherited the legacy of his own party, his own government and his own
parasitic class - in the form of privatised public services; decimation of the NHS; a crisis of staffing
in hospitals and primary care; bed shortages; an epidemic of mental illness in a stressed-out,
insecure population.

The would-be Churchillian national hero of the C-19 crisis helped create workplaces where health
and safety standards have been mocked as red tape, to be scrapped by legislation, compromised as
employers take shortcuts to higher profit margins, and where the unions have been savagely
attacked, manacled and weakened in their efforts to defend workers’ rights and safety.

Delayed Reaction

As the Coronavirus erupted in China, and scientists gave dire warnings, BoJo’s Tories paid no
attention whatsoever to preparations for its spread here, being far too busy preparing even more
repressive anti-union legislation, including a ban on all-out strikes.

The historic turn away from manufacturing useful commodities to manufacturing profit for the
bankers and speculators, in devilishly obscure financial skulduggery in the casino economy, means
there are not even the ready-made facilities to manufacture emergency supplies of Personal
Protective Equipment for frontline workers fighting to save lives. Or ventilators and Intensive Care
Units for our overstretched hospitals. Or even adequate supplies of basic hygiene equipment like
hand sanitizers and clinical wipes.

From Testing to Herd Immunity

For a brief spell, the government started testing, especially healthcare workers, only to abandon it -
with a leaked National Health England document explaining “no more healthcare workers will be
tested because laboratories couldn’t keep up with the significant demand.”

In a new turn, the callous, class-ridden inhumanity of Johnson, and the 1% that he seeks to further
enrich, was revealed in his chilling declaration that “We have to be prepared that we will lose loved
ones...”

He wheeled out government scientists to justify the notion of creating “herd immunity”, by
acquiescing in the spread of the life-threatening virus. The scientists widely agree it requires 80% of
the “herd” suffering infection to trigger any possible chance of creating immunity - with no certainty
of success even, with this new and aggressive virus. And with a 1% or 2% fatality rate (it’s actually



about 7% in Italy) that would lead to 500,000 to a million dead!

Tory columnist Jeremy Warner let the mask slip entirely, when he wrote (3/3/20):

“COVID-19 primarily kills the elderly. Not to put too fine a point on it, from an entirely disinterested
economic perspective, the COVID-19 might even prove mildly beneficial in the long term, by
disproportionately culling elderly dependents.”

Wash Your Hands & Social Distance

After the backlash against this social Darwinism, letting rip this barbaric expression of competition
and the survival of the fittest, the Tory government did a massive U-turn, starting to belatedly
intervene with advice designed to delay the spread - after squandering at least weeks, even months,
of preparatory action.

Day-by-day they have escalated the advice to ‘wash your hands’ and 'keep your social distance ’ - all
absolutely justified advice, according to the evidence.

That subsequently led to calls on people to stay at home, with specific instructions to self-isolate not
only for those suffering symptoms of C-19, but also those on a government list of most vulnerable
people - including those aged over 70, pregnant women, those with underlying health problems such
as asthma, diabetes, high blood pressure, obesity, etc. Again, absolutely appropriate advice - but
delayed so long compared with many other countries that countless lives have probably already been
put at unnecessary risk.

But a central contradiction screams out: we are told to keep our ’social
distance’ - but to go to work!

And not just told to go to work, but for millions, compelled to go to work, as a result of rampant job
insecurity, poverty pay, and the unliveable level of sick pay available - if any!

Hygiene Equipment in Workplaces

Furthermore, the conditions in vast numbers of workplaces make them breeding grounds for
infection, endangering the lives of many workers and their families.

In the most obvious case, thousands of NHS workers are at their wit’s end in fear of infection, as
they heroically strive to save the lives of others.

Contrary to the claims of the upper echelons of NHS bosses, PPE is not being adequately supplied to
these frontline emergency service providers. Trade unionists on the shopfloor are inundated in their
efforts to get proper provision of hand sanitizers in hospitals, or for ambulance workers, who do not
have ready access to soap and water.

As a nurse, in her 50s, told the Guardian (20/3/20):

"I've just finished four 12-hour shifts over five days. There are no hazmat suits for this ward, even
though we have six C-19 contacts in isolation. We get a pair of gloves, a paper mask with a plastic
shield and plastic apron. It’s a fucking joke.

I’'m working with a healthcare assistant who is 71 and a nurse who is 72. They should be at home,
but they just say ‘'who is going go do it otherwise?’

We nurses are not being tested."



Crisis in the NHS

The same staff are trying to cope with an NHS starved of funds, staffing levels and equipment, for
decades.

In Scotland alone, 6,000 hospital beds - 25% of the total - have disappeared in the past 13 years of
SNP governments failing to stand up for Scotland against Westminster Tory butchery.

And this has not been replaced by investment in social care; Scotland’s local authorities have been
savaged by 7.4% cuts to funding by Holyrood, making proper, attentive home care services
impossible.

Another chilling fact in the current crisis is that in Germany, there are 30 Intensive Care Units (ICU
beds) for every 100,000 population, whereas in the UK it’s not 30, but 6.6.

The chronic staffing shortages in our hospitals are starkly highlighted by the current pleas by the
government for retired medical and nursing staff to return to work, alongside students. And
thousands have responded, proving the fundamental instinct for social solidarity that is a feature of
humanity, given the right circumstances and the right vision.

Care Workers, Retail Staff...

Lack of adequate hygiene measures in workplaces is not confined to the NHS.

Care workers - many of them on zero hours contracts or bogus self-employment - are expected to
visit vulnerable people at home, or work in residential care, without an adequate supply of
protective equipment.

The second-largest workforce in the country, retail, employs 3 million workers in the UK. Despite the
sustained efforts of union reps, and promises from employers, the big majority of supermarkets and
retail giants I have knowledge of have still (at time of writing) not provided basics like hand
sanitizers, surgical wipes, or deep cleans of stores. At best, the measures are inconsistent, for
instance with wipes for either checkouts or doors and surfaces, but not both.

That’s despite the fact those in logistics and delivery handle goods from across the globe; checkout
staff handle goods touched by thousands of shoppers, and exchange cash and cards potentially
contaminated.

And how are retail workers supposed to keep a safe social distance from shoppers, many of whom
are in frantic panic buying mode, in far too many cases also frustrated at shortages and abusive to
retail staff?

I know of several instances where Store managers have ordered hand gels several weeks ago, but
where supplies have yet to appear.

Posties Offer to be Emergency Service

The same applies to Royal Mail, where posties have still not been equipped with hand gels or
surgical wipes to combat the potential contagion from parcels, letters, gates, doors and buzzers.

This is particularly insulting after the same posties, through the CWU union, suspended strike action
despite a renewed 94.6% Yes vote, offering instead to become an additional emergency service.

They have rightly highlighted Royal Mail is the only service which connects every address in the UK,



with the local postie a trusted figure in the community, and offered to carry out critical services such
as delivery of food and medicine, and checking in on vulnerable people during the C-19 crisis. All
provided proper protective measures are taken. Most of them still haven’t even had hand gels for the
delivery rounds!

Strikes for Safety

As in other countries, like Italy and the USA, there have been localised strikes by workers denied
cleaning facilities and equipment.

Cleaners, members of the GMB, walked out on strike in Lewisham after cleaning contractors ISS
failed to pay them their full wages for the second time in a month, and failed to provide protective
equipment. They won.

In Glasgow, workers in the Polmadie bin depot recently staged a sit-in until proper washing facilities
in the depot and hand gels for the bin wagons were provided.

This one health-threatening fact highlights the criminal nature of capitalist production for profit,
with cut-throat competition between rival producers.

Belatedly, and with an eye to making money out of an urgent necessity, some Scottish whisky
distilleries have switched to production of alcohol-based hand gels. In a sane, rational system, the
state should be able to seize appropriate assets for emergency mass production of medical supplies,
embracing the expertise of workers through their elected representatives in adapting skills and
production - whether sanitisers, ICU beds or ventilators - even building brand new emergency
hospitals, if necessary.

Working From Home

In the last week or so, some employers have acted on belated government advice to let some staff
work from home.

Aside from the stress of working from home alongside children off school, this option only applies to
a minority of workers.

Those whose jobs can be done from home tend to be the higher paid. A survey of 2016-7 found that
only 2.9% of workers in the lowest-paid decile (tenth) are in jobs that could be done from home,
rising to 16.2% of those in the 7" decile, and 27% of the highest-paid tenth of staff.

Better-paid, senior managers can often work from the relative safety of their (relatively spacious)
home; I find it difficult to drag a pallet truck up to my third-floor flat!

High Risk Workers

Unions have helped convince some employers to send workers home who are on the government’s
high risk list. But whether it’s paid or unpaid varies greatly.

Gregg’s, which is unionised by Usdaw, has agreed full pay for their core workers. Wetherspoon’s
(non-union) only offered the penury of Statutory Sick Pay, whilst Waterstone’s have told bookshop
staff forced into self-isolation to use up holidays, including next year’s holiday allowances. That’s not
only immoral, but illegal; workers are entitled to claim back holidays if they fall sick during them!

Virtually all employers have so far resisted union demands for workers living with other vulnerable
people to be given leave on full pay, thus endangering elderly parents, partners or children with
poor respiratory or immune systems with infection picked up at work. I've had members in tears at



the dilemma they face.

Underlying this brutal contradiction between calls for social distance and the obligation to
get up close and dangerous in the workplace, is the state of the labour market and lack of
workers’ rights.

Household debts are at a record high, meaning millions of working people are a pay cheque away
from destitution, potential eviction, house repossession.

Three out of four people aged under 24 have less than a month’s wages in savings; that’s also the
case for 58% of the lowest-paid tenth of the working population. These millions are less than a
month away from being literally penniless if they are laid off without pay.

They can'’t afford to be unpaid, or even go on the sick.
Statutory Sick Pay: Demand the European Average

Statutory Sick Pay is a miserly £94.25 a week. That’s a catastrophic 18% of the average weekly wage
of £512.

It’s an appalling indictment of British capitalism in particular, as the average Statutory Sick Pay in
Europe is £245 a week; 65% of average wages.

And in Norway, Luxembourg, Austria, Belgium, Malta and Croatia, workers off sick get 100% of their
average pay!

In France, workers have a ‘right to withdraw’ clause where they can leave work, on full pay, if they
feel their health and safety is at risk.

It gets worse; there are 2 million workers (on low hourly pay and short hours) who earn less than the
£118-a-week Lower Earnings Threshold required to qualify for any SSP!

Alongside that abominable situation, most employers have been systematically slashing their
company sick benefit schemes, and tightening the absence management procedures precisely at a
time when staff cuts, job insecurity and overwork have produced an explosion of work-related
mental ill-health.

That’s certainly the situation with several of the retail giants.

In the case of Wilko, any of their 21,000 workers with less than a year’s service get no sick pay, and
Wilko are in the midst of plans to abolish company sick pay for anyone off more than once in the
year.

So millions are dragging themselves into work, often unsure whether they may be carrying the virus
themselves due to the appalling failure of the government to carry out tests and tracing in the
manner many other governments have done.

Or nervous wrecks at the thought they could carry infection back into their family home. A survey by
GMB union found “77% of low-paid workers say they are going in to work even though they feel
unwell”. Because they can’t afford to be unpaid.

Protect Frontline Services Workers

Of course, emergency frontline services require investment and boosted staffing levels. But
this must be with accompanying emergency production and distribution of adequate
Personal Protective Equipment.



Likewise, it’'s welcome that after decades of being insulted as unskilled, the vast army of retail,
production and delivery workers in food and pharmaceuticals have just been recognised by the
government as 'key workers’ - with the offer of childcare as they go to work - in common with
workers in healthcare, social care, Royal Mail and others.

But this recognition would mean a lot more if a series of urgent immediate steps were taken:
emergency state production of hygiene equipment and other PPE; isolation on full average, normal
pay (not just contract hours) for those in high risk health categories, or living with people who are,
or in need of childcare with the schools lockdown.

Shut Down Non-essential Retail

And to genuinely implement the scientists’ advice on social distancing, both in workplaces and on
public transport, unions should join with those of us who have been calling for temporary shutdown,
on full normal pay, of retail stores not selling or producing life’s daily necessities such as food, drink,
household essentials, medicines, funeral-care, etc.

In times of mass danger of potentially fatal infection, getting the latest footwear, clothing and
fashion accessory items, or home furnishings, are hardly the priority over human health!

Bailout for Businesses

All the early measures by the Tories focused on bailouts for business, not for the workers who create
those businesses’ wealth. The Tories were lobbied for ‘holidays’ from payment of business rates,
VAT, sick pay contributions - by the likes of UK Hospitality.

The Blairite reptile Richard Branson told his 8,500 Virgin Atlantic staff to take 8 weeks’ unpaid
leave, while he rattled the begging bowl in front of the UK government, asking for a £7.5billion
handout from the public purse.

This sums up the class divide that remains, and has been further deepened, during the human
catastrophe of C-19. Instead of seeking a public subsidy for his profits, Branson could pay every one
of his workers £500 and still retain 'net worth’ of £4.064biilion, a minuscule 0.88% shaving off his
obscene personal fortune.

As sectors like aviation, hospitality, entertainment and retail collapsed, the Tories were petrified at
the forecasts (for example, by Capital Economics) that the unemployment rate would double from
4% to 8%.

Certainly, under the hammer blows of mounting crisis, public unease and trade union lobbying, the
(17™ March) £350billion rescue package was a radical rupture in the Tories’ previous policies and
actions over previous decades.

No Excuses Left for Redundancies

But behind the eye catching headlines, this measure is not quite the outbreak of "Tory socialism’
some have been duped into seeing.

Most of the £350bn is an offer of loans to businesses; repayable on the wing and prayer of economic
revival after the Coronavirus crisis has passed. Therefore, still not an attractive offer for whole
chunks of the profiteers, who are still left with the power to decide whether to take up such short-
term, repayable state largesse via the banks - or proceed with pay cuts, unpaid leave, or outright
sackings for their beleaguered employees. Which is precisely what some of them have forged ahead



with, only retreating from a slaughter of jobs and wages under protests from unions and public
outrage - as with Stefan King’s G1 empire, or the brutal sackings and evictions of hotel staff from
their accomodation by Britannia Hotels in Aviemore.

And as always, it’s the bigger businesses which are to the fore of the Tories’ concerns. Small and
medium businesses have been offered grants of £10,000 and £25,000, which in many cases wouldn’t
even pay a month’s wages bill. Plus as we write this, there is still utter confusion about what firms
qualify for these loans, or how willing the banks are to oblige (despite government loan guarantees).

For 100% of Average Pay

Bombardment by the unions then won the further, very significant concession (20" March) of the
government offering to pay 80% of wages of under-threat workers, up to £2,450 a month, for the
next 3 months.

This came as a huge relief to millions of workers. It leaves businesses - certainly bigger ones - with
absolutely no excuse for slashing hours, pay or jobs; they will be getting 100% of workers’ labour
power for (at most) 20% of the wage bill.

But it still leaves huge gaping holes in the safety net for workers and their wages - even compared
with other countries, let alone the socialist demand for no job losses and guarantees of 100% of
normal, average pay.

In Denmark, for example, the government pays 75% of their wage directly to the worker, and insists
the employer pays the other 25%, conditional on workers being kept in the job.

In the UK, the employers retain the power to decide what is done with this handout from the public
purse, with no clear mechanism for guaranteeing every penny goes into the pockets of workers,
rather than the bank balances of businesses. It’s open to corruption, such as falsification of payroll
lists, or simply taking the 80% but refusing to top up the remaining 20% of workers’ wages.

Reinstate on Full Pay

Also, it does nothing to reinstate the thousands of workers in the likes of the car industry, aviation,
cinemas, retail and hospitality who have already been chucked on the scrapheap of unemployment
by unscrupulous, get-rich-quick employers who refused to dip into their accumulated profits -
stashed away in bank accounts - to sustain the very workers who loyally produced their wealth in the
first place.

The unions need to step up the demand for reinstatement of these newly-redundant workers. And
the collective power of organised workers will need to be wielded to win reinstatement in most
cases.

Five Million Fall Through Torn Safety Net

The biggest holes in the entire, torn safety-net on wages is the exclusion of the technically (or bogus)
self-employed, casual and agency workers, freelancers and those on zero hours contracts. These
millions are not included at all, despite there being 5 million classified as self-employed alone.

And contrary to the image some might have of them, these people are not some pampered elite. The
average self-employed male only earns two-thirds the average wage of a male employee; for females,
it’s only half the average female PAYE worker’s wage. It includes not just writers, journalists and
artists, but care workers, plumbers, electricians, cleaners, shopkeepers...an army of 5 million so far



not guaranteed anything except slightly easier access to benefits, about £4,800 a year maximum!
Protect the Self-Employed & Insecure Workers

There are plenty of simple devices to guarantee a decent income to these workers - and likewise the
battalions of workers on zero hours contracts and in the gig economy.

One option is a Universal Basic Income for all during this C-19 crisis.

Another could be based on what’s been done in Denmark: government pay-outs based on the
average income of the self-employed over the past three years. Denmark has made it 80% of the
average; we should demand 100% of the average over 3 years, to guarantee all categories of
workers full pay during the lockdown dictated by urgent, cataclysmic public health needs.

Mass Testing: Reduce Risks

There are many more issues confronting workers and their unions, in an extremely rapidly moving
situation.

For instance, it’s right and urgent that unions like the Fire Brigades Union and STUC have increased
the demand for testing and detection, starting with healthcare, social care, fire service, postal
service and food retail workers.

Many absolutely essential workers are putting their own lives at risk for the common good. Others,
including emergency service workers, may be unnecessarily self-isolating out of fear. Emergency
measures should be enacted to produce test kits, to detect and contain as far as humanly possible,
rather than just wait until people are seriously ill and hospitalised by the noxious virus.

Again, this issue shows up the continued class divide in society in stark relief. Private, elite clinics on
London’s Harley Street have already sold home testing kits to the wealthy, at £375 each, which
explains the mystery of why weeks ago MPs and several TV, sports and music celebrities declared
they had tested positive, even though they had no symptoms whatsoever. A sharp contrast to the
worry and life-threatening risks being forced upon millions of workers.

Seize Private Hospital Assets

It’s right and proper that 8,000 beds in private hospitals have been accessed by the NHS for this
national emergency. But it’s absolutely repugnant that the profiteering owners of the private
hospitals - who already earn 25% of their income from NHS contracts, well before the Coronavirus
happened - are getting £300 a day for each bed. That’s £2.4m a day, robbed by these racketeers
from the depleted NHS.

The whole crisis, and the course of action forced upon a Tory, anti-socialist government, throws up
the case for systematic state ownership - but with democratic working class control and
management - as the model for the future.

That arises from the need to prioritise production, distribution and exchange for the very survival of
the mass of the people, and for direction of maximum effort into life-saving services like health,
social care and food distribution.

For Public Ownership of Retail Giants

It’s welcome that the big supermarkets have indulged in some degree of cooperation to improve the
delivery of food, but they still do so to maximise profits and dividends, with unscrupulous price
increases all too common. The government has relaxed anti-cartel competition laws to allow



cooperation between the supermarkets in improving food supply lines; they should impose price
controls to protect the public from profiteering.

Share prices for the likes of Morrisons, Sainsburys, Ocado and Tesco have rocketed, in anticipation
of juicy profits from this whole exercise. After shedding thousands of jobs, and slashing paid breaks
and other benefits to staff, these outfits are hiring thousands of temporary workers to seize the
market niche this human tragedy has created.

Instead of relying on the self-interest of these profiteering giants, why not merge them into a public
sector retail company, with reversal of the job losses and cuts to terms and conditions, with
permanent jobs and a guaranteed minimum 16-hour week for all workers who want it, and a £12-an-
hour minimum wage for all at 16?

Planned Production for Need & Human Solidarity

The production and distribution of life’s vital necessities - including food, medicine, healthcare,
education, transport, housing, medical research - are far too important to be left to the cruel anarchy
of the market.

It makes the case for a democratically planned economy, with human collaboration for the common
good, the foundations of socialism.

This crisis could reveal that profound truth to millions, as they struggle and collaborate to stay safe
and survive.

Richie Venton
Trades Union Organiser
Scottish Socialist Party

P.S.
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