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Pensions fight needs
working-class politics

THE UK’s pension fund bosses control about £600
billion. Meanwhile the basic state pension has been
progressively run down so that today, at £79.60 per
week, it is only 15% of average earnings. On present
trends it will be down to 10% of average earnings by
2020.

The New Labour government’s latest effort to patch
up the scandal, Pension Credit, sets a floor income of
£105.45 for pensions, about 20% of average earnings.
Even the end-of-welfare USA has a basic state pension
at 25% of average earnings.

Now employers are shutting down the final-salary
pension schemes which promised more security and
comfort to at least a section of the working class, those
in regular employment in large companies and the
public sector.

The message of the new global free-market
capitalism to us all is: find some financial scheme or
manoeuvre to save for retirement, and hope it doesn’t
go bad as so many others have – or rot in poverty when
you grow old.

Inequality
Inequality has been rising fast among those of

working age. It is rising, and is set to rise, even faster
among the retired. A well-off minority retire in good
health, with an income not far off what they received
when they had greater expenses. They can enjoy
themselves, travel, and help their grandchildren pay
university fees or buy their first house.

A larger number retire in poverty and, often, in
poorer health because of the harder jobs they have
done. All they can do on their pensions is survive. They
watch their grandchildren struggle in SATs-ed and
Ofsted-ed schools, lacking in qualified teachers,
through to jobs in McDonalds.

According to the government’s own figures, up to
13 million people “may want to consider saving more,
working longer, or a combination of both” if they want
any comfort in retirement. In fact, many of those 13
million do not have the option: their wages are not high
enough for them to save, their health is not good
enough to work longer, or they can’t find decent jobs
even if they are healthy.

For a civilised and equal society, everyone needs to
have the right to a liveable pension. To win that right
requires a political battle against the powers of high
finance which rule that £600 billion pension-fund pot.

But instead of fighting the new global-capitalist
pensions regime, the TUC has tried to find its own
niche in it. It launched its own “stakeholder pension”
scheme in 2001, in collaboration with Prudential. The
Prudential bosses should make £7 million from this, in
fees. What do workers get from our union leaders
trying to emulate the capitalists at their own game?

The 19 June march is a welcome shift by the TUC.
It needs to be the start of a whole new approach by the
labour movement.

Nearly two-thirds of the UK’s top pension funds
have closed their final-salary pension schemes to new
employees. Once a company has succeeded in dividing
workers in this way, it becomes easier for it to worsen
conditions for the “lucky” older workers still in the
final-salary schemes.

The older pension schemes guaranteed workers a
pension at a level tied to their wage in their last years
before retirement. The newer ones are “defined-
contribution”. Workers have to pay in just the same.
Employers pay in much less. The pension you get at the
end is not guaranteed, but depends on the fortunes of
the stockmarket. In other words, the workers bear the
risk, not the bosses.

Take your chance in the
market?

In the 1980s, the Tory government pushed “personal
pensions” as the alternative. Workers should not be tied
to one employer for their pension. They should get on
their bikes around the labour market. But then they
should rely on individually-arranged personal pension
schemes, not the state pension.

The insurance and financial companies selling those
“personal pension” schemes bamboozled people into
opting out of good employer-run schemes. They took
huge rake-offs in commission and fees, so that people
withdrawing from a personal pension scheme, for one
reason or another, often found that they had done much
less well than they would have done by just putting the
contributions they had paid into a bank account.

More recently, the giant insurance company
Equitable Life nearly went bust, and cut the pensions it
paid out. An official report said that the crisis was
caused by “dubious” practices by the management, who
had nurtured a “culture of manipulation and
concealment”.



But these are the options for workers: a dwindling
state pension; dubious and risky personal pensions,
which many workers cannot afford anyway; or the
relatively secure final-salary schemes of big employers,
which have never been available to more than a
minority, and are now being torched.

This chaos makes sense for some. The steady rise of
ever-larger pension funds has been a major motor in the
reshaping of global capitalism over the last twenty or so
years.

Larger and larger flows of cash circulate around the
stock markets and the foreign exchange markets. The
system becomes more and more finance-centred, more
and more geared to short-term profits, dividend
payouts, and share prices above all else.

Privatisation and the cutting of top tax rates are part
of the same development. There are huge vested
interests tied up in it, making huge profits from the
commissions, fees, bonuses, and speculative gains they
siphon out of the “casino economy”.

A workers’ government!
The unions should not try to join in. We should fight

against this system, and for an alternative of democratic
social provision.

We should fight for a workers’ government which
will take all the pension funds into public ownership –
without compensation to the financiers – and put
them under democratic control, using the proceeds to
level up pension provision with a proper guaranteed
minimum. It will tax the rich and big business as much
as is necessary to maintain the provision.

That requires political action, on a much bolder
scale than the tentative new gestures from some union
leaders recently.

The “big four” unions recently adopted proposals
for what they want to see in Labour’s next manifesto.
The proposals including “a new compulsory pension
scheme for all – with employer contributions of at least
ten per cent”, and restoration of the earnings link for
the state pension.

Those demands would be progress, even though
they evade any direct confrontation with high finance.
However, they are... “private and confidential”! They
are the union leaders’ agenda for haggling with the top
Labour leadership, not a manifesto for mobilising the
union ranks.

New moves in the unions
More combative unions, the CWU, the FBU, and

the RMT, have sponsored the Labour Representation
Committee, which will hold its founding conference on
3 July.

But a coherent direction has yet to be established
there, too. The FBU voted on 17 June to disaffiliate
from the Labour Party – an understandable gesture, but
one made with no definite alternative.

The RMT took a positive stand for working-class
politics by both fighting inside the Labour Party –

sacking its old group of MPs, for example, and
replacing it by a new one, of Labour MPs loyal to the
labour movement; and agitating for a proper debate on
Iraq at Labour conference – and supporting the Scottish
Socialist Party.

The Labour Party disaffiliated it. The RMT has yet
to work out where it goes now. Some of its leaders
seem to be moving towards a sort of “single-union
syndicalism”, where the union regards itself as a self-
sufficient political force, offering funds to a miscellany
of non-socialist groups judged to be friendly (Plaid
Cymru, Forward Wales, Greens, Respect), but making
little effort to pull together with other unions and
socialist groups for a coordinated working-class voice
in politics. The RMT’s conference at the end of June
will debate alternatives.

The CWU at its conference on 13-18 June passed an
“emergency” motion from the Executive to say that it
will cut funds to Labour if the government does not
give a definite and unequivocal commitment that the
postal service would remain in public hands. This
militant-sounding but indefinite motion was used by the
platform both to rule out of order a proposal for the
CWU to use its positions within the Labour structures
in a vigorous and accountable way, for a fight which
can rally other unions, and to defeat a (poorly-worded)
motion to allow branches to support non-Labour
parties.

The AWL is working within the trade unions and in
electoral politics to establish a clear socialist
alternative, and to rally the unions for a battles within
the Labour structures to break them from Blair-
Brownism; to fight for policies like repeal of the anti-
union laws, taxing the rich, and decent pensions for all;
and to rally the forces which can create a workers’
government.

• More about the AWL, the Labour
Representation Committee, and trade-
union battles at
http://www.workersliberty.org/unions.
• The AWL’s “Ideas for Freedom”
summer school on 3-4 July in London
will include a debate on working-class
political representation with Alex
Gordon of the RMT and Billy Hayes of
the CWU. More details, and book online,
at
http://www.workersliberty.org/whatson.
• To read the AWL’s paper Solidarity, to
request a free sample copy, or subscribe
online: http://www.solidarity-online.org.
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