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Editor  John  Sillett 

Editorial correspondence to:  
 

The Editor, Green Socialist,  
NEA 5794, Leeds LS7 3YY  

email:  editor@greensocialist.org.uk 
www.greensocialist.org.uk/  

. 

The ��  is a political alliance seeking to build a future based on the twin 
principles of socialism and environmental sustainability - we see these two things 
as being inextricably linked, each being impossible without the other.  
 

If you share our concerns and our principles, if you care about the survival of our 
civilization on this planet and about social justice for all who live on it, then why 
not join us? Membership details are on page 11. 

Next Issue 

 

The next issue will be a UK General Election  
special. The outcome of this show election is  
difficult to predict. It’s always possible a dramatic 
or accidental event could sway the result. After 
five years of cuts, when the average worker is  
almost ten percent worse off, when huge swathes 
of local government services have been aban-
doned and given over to charities to run, when 
insecurity is rife in employment, homelessness 
increased, access to health services rationed  
and any environmental concerns brushed under 
the carpet, how is it possible that whatever the 
outcome we will get  more of the same? 
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General Election Appeal 

Editorial                     John Sillett  

Wind of Change ? 
 

The electoral success of Syriza (Coalition of 
the Radical Left) in Greece has enthused the 
whole of the left in Europe. It would be true  
to say that the conditions in Greece are not 
exactly the same as, for example Spain, which 
has elections later this year, although they are 
not completely dissimilar. Nor are they the 
same as in Britain, where elections are to be 
held on 7th May or any other European coun-
try. Yet the result has given hope that the tide 
of austerity can be turned. One of the first acts 
of the new Syriza government was to increase 
the minimum wage by ten percent. Another 
was to employ the cleaners of government  
offices who had lost their jobs under the  
previous, pro-austerity coalition government. 
 

At the time of writing Syriza and its foe, the 
troika, comprising the ECB, EU and the IMF, 
are playing hardball. The EU and ECB during 
the 1990’s and early 2000’s encouraged banks 
to shower the relative backward economy of 
Greece with loans to buy infrastructure  
products and consumer goods, often made in 
Germany. When the banks failed in 2008 the 
troika decided it was the ordinary Greeks fault 
and so punished them badly. An orderly write 
down of these loans together with a resched-
uled affordable payment plan has been the 
cornerstone of Syriza’s economic policy. The 
Troika promise nothing of the sort. Interna-
tional solidarity with the people of Greece is 
vital. Their struggle is our struggle. 
 

In Britain, our governments have always  
worshiped at the altar of the rich and powerful 
and it is the super-rich and the corporations 
who have dictated what polices governments 
follow. By evading or avoiding paying their  
taxes the super-rich have deprived vital  
services of funds and have helped govern-
ments run up huge debts. Yet it is the poorest 
in society who get blamed for deficits and 

overspending. Average wages have fallen ten 
percent for many workers since 2009 and 
many in work now run out of money before the 
end of the week. Food banks proliferate. Zero 
hour contracts are now commonplace. Regular 
well paid work has been replaced by short 
term contracts and bogus self-employment. It 
was once thought if everybody had the vote 
we could live in a world where want was abol-
ished and  
society could be fair and equal. Most men got 
the vote in 1918, women over 30 in 1929.  
However in conceding the vote to us the 
wealthy have proceeded to steal our hopes. 
 

Throughout the world , “well-meaning” citizens, 
some calling themselves socialists, have been 
sent to parliament to make society fairer and 
just. What happens is a crisis blows up, maybe 
a balance of payments crisis, a rocketing  
increase in raw material prices, a war, a reces-
sion maybe, calling for desperate measures to 
shore up “confidence” or “calm the markets”, 
devalue the currency, etc.. and then what  
happens? All those well-meaning plans are put 
on hold till “the ship is steadied”. Which basi-
cally means they do not get done. However 
those “well-meaning” citizens do very well for 
themselves. 
 

So we have ended up where the number of 
people voting has steadily fallen because they 
do not see the point. Support for the two main 
parties, Labour and the Tories has also fallen 
as a percentage of those voting as people look 
for alternatives. This is the background the  
Environmental Left faces in May. We do not 
have huge resources, we are up against a  
media blackout, yet we seek to build on the  
anti-austerity movement, the environmental 
movement, the Trade Union movement and 
others who have been marginalised and vic-
timised by capitalism. A wide range of Social-
ist, Left and Environmental candidates are 
pledged to stand in May. The AGS is proud to 
be part of that alternative. 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Thanks for over £700 of general election donations so far.  Please send your donations 
to Malcolm Christie,  ��� ��������� , 22 Montagu Crescent, Leeds LS8 2RF                                   
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Our Oceans, Air and Soil 
 

Little more than five percent of plastic produced is recy-
cled. Plastics only deteriorate in the environment by 
breaking down to smaller pieces. The chemical process 
by which they are made means they get brittle as they 
age and then, combined with movement and impact, the 
plastic fractures, eventually into tiny pieces which are 
ingested by fish, birds and mammals. As plastics have 
only been widely available for about sixty years or so 

the impact of plastic in the food 
chain is only in an early stage of 
being researched. One study by the 
National Centre for Ecological 
Analysis and Synthesis showed it 
was fibrous material like Nylon that 
provided the majority of accumu-
lated waste on shorelines. In testing 
on eighteen beeches around the 
globe, not one was free of pieces of 

micro-plastic. Once these pieces of micro-plastic are in 
a creature’s stomach they then spread to the cells. 
 

Whilst some of this plastic pollution is deliberate, most 
is the result of appalling waste management. A lot is 
wind-blown straight off the land into the sea, some is 
blown into rivers and taken to the sea. The waste some-
times is simply not correctly disposed of by consumers 
or there are no facilities at all to recycle it. When there 
are facilities these are so poorly managed that the waste 
is tipped in the open and opposed to blow around. In 
developing counties it’s not seen as a priority when 
there is a scramble by bureaucrats and business people 
to get wealthy. 

Oceans  -  The world’s garbage bin? 
by John Sillett 

 

The oceans have long been regarded as acceptable 
dumping grounds for waste produced on land. Chemical 
and process industries simply discharge waste into wa-
tercourses for it to flow out to sea unless regulation and 
its enforcement stops it. In the de-
veloped world in recent decades, 
outrage at pollution by an in-
formed public coupled with dein-
dustrialisation have reduced con-
tamination. Yet much is to be done 
to stop chemical fertiliser run off 
from the land which is causing 
oxygen depletion in the seas near 
coasts. Farming techniques need to 
change to allow for a reduction of 
chemical based nutrients and pest control. At least the 
awareness of the problem is visible but the hard part is 
to speed up the changes necessary. But what of marine 
debris? 
 

A huge slick sloshes around in the Mid Atlantic where 
winds and tides allow it rotate and expand. It is perhaps 
as much as a thousand miles long and five hundred 
miles wide. It is formed of millions upon millions of 
pieces of plastic. Five of these slicks are said to exist in 
the world’s oceans as they have become the world’s 
dustbin for plastic waste. It has been calculated that the 
collective weight of plastics floating in the world’s 
oceans is 269,000 tonnes.  

Our Very Precious Atmosphere 
by Pete Relph 

 

“Fresh air and exercise” was the advice I received from 
my mother in my youth. Positive and scientifically 
sound then,  but more problematic now – our precious 
narrow strip of breathable atmosphere is degenerating 
into a dangerous and potentially toxic stew and affecting 
a growing number of our citizenry in locations through-
out the British isles and beyond. 
 

So what’s the problem? The gods – choose your own — 
did not plan the industrialisation of human existence 
which has speedily and violently advanced even in my 
short lifetime. In Buckhurst Hill, our local farmer Furze 
was still ploughing with horse power, Clydesdale, in 
1953 and the local roads were playgrounds for us kids – 
cars were then a rarity, a luxury for the few. 
 
At school we learnt about weather systems and how 
they affected the British Isles including the intricacies of 
the water cycle. And like most of us then I didn’t have 
an O level in geography. Yes, we enjoyed a maritime 

climate that allowed us to receive weather, usually via a 
south westerly wind that supplied us with a warm wet 
climate. Thus we had historically a green and pleasant 
land and to our west Ireland was the Emerald Isle for 
the same obvious reasons. 
 

Yes the world’s climate might be naturally evolving as 
per usual but it is also being affected big time by man’s 
intolerant and unsympathetic actions fired by greed, 
unaccountable and undemocratic power-houses and  
unlimited encouragement of blatant and unwarranted 
consumerism. The state of our atmosphere is now  
becoming obvious. It is changing and warming and we 
are now learning about its dangerously toxic contents. 
Can we reverse this race towards the bottom towards an 
ecological disaster? Yes we can! But only if we democ-
ratise and empower our social will and act for mankind 
and the planet in a rational and scientific fashion. The 
time is now! 
 

So, some specific problems to be urgently dealt with. 
Our addictive and cultivated love affair with the petrol 
fuelled automobile has, at least, to be significantly re-
duced by introducing alternative forms of greener  
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transport that favours the future for humanity’s healthy 
existence. To include the encouragement of walking & 
cycling, affordable and non-profit making public trans-
port using the most ecologically sound 
systems. To plan the world of work, in-
cluding food production, to be as near  
as possible to where people live. We 
planned this way in previous eras (e.g. 
after WW2) so why not now?  
Reinstate local district regional and  
national planning to achieve this. 
�

�Councils should now campaign to 
cleanse their own local atmosphere. In-
sist on atmospheric checks by your local authority to 
ensure localised hubs of toxic air receive urgent atten-
tion. For example in traffic choked high roads like Ox-
ford Street in London. Insist on maximising pedestriani-
sation of shopping centres and other social or leisure 
spaces. I always feel it’s a treat to end up in a pedes-
trianized shopping centre often beautified by flowers 
shrubs and trees—as I’ve discovered from fort William 
in Scotland to my county town of Chelmsford in Essex. 
Why not in your area? – In every area! 
 

The toxic state of many of our local environments and 
their air quality is now at last receiving some occasional 
space in the news media. According to recently released 
public health figures, 9,000 people are choking to death 

on polluted air every year . This air  
pollution can and does cause heart and 
lung diseases, cancers and aggravated 
asthma. Asthma affects particularly a 
growing percentage of our children due 
to their smaller lung apacity. The health 
profession is not shouting loud enough 
that prevention is better than cure.  
�

We must all share some responsibility  
for this worsening environmental situation. Insist your 
elected councillors and council officers who are paid 
from the public taxpayers purse act on our behalf.  
First, to examine the state of play in your local area; 
second, to initiate positive and urgent action to alleviate 
the problems discovered. And please formulate your 
own local and positive plans to generally enhance your 
local environment including of course its air quality. In 
doing so you will advance the democratic process and 
the future health of the world,  

We take our soil for granted. It’s what we stand on, 
walk on, drive over, build on. Once it used to generate 
emotive patriotic phrases: “defend our soil”, “the sacred 
soil of France”, etc. Some people - probably not us - 
farm it to produce the food we eat.  

50,000 years ago, humans were hunter-gatherers. We 
became farmers, supporting a greatly increased popula-
tion and producing the surplus required for politics, art 
and armies. When Europe was predominantly peasant 
farmers, the soil was an intimate part of everyone’s life. 
Movements like the Diggers regarded ownership of the 
soil, on which crops could be grown to support life, as 
the most important political issue. 

Nowadays we may be barely aware of the soil. Often we 
prefer it to be covered up so we can walk over it with 
clean shoes or drive across it safely. If we live in town, 
we think of soil largely as something “out there in the 
countryside”. 

�����������	
�

The earth is a sphere with a dense molten core. From the 
surface to the centre is over 5,000 miles. The soil is the 
layer that covers some of the surface, but the soil is only 
a few feet deep. Indeed, the key, fertile layer of soil is 
measured in inches rather than feet. 

Three key characteristics of soil are its texture, its nutri-
tional content and its water content. The texture depends 

mostly on the size of the soil particles. The smallest  
particles form clay, a uniform, heavy soil fairly difficult 
for plants and unusable if compacted. Large particles 
form sand, also tough for most plants. Good soil is  
between the two, or a mixture of the two. 

The nutritional content is partly mineral and partly  
organic. The organic content depends strongly on what 
the soil has grown before. If it has supported a wide 
range of plants and animals, with their debris left on the 
ground, it is likely to have a surface layer rich in organic 
humus. If it has been covered with only one species, or 
if what grows has been consistently carried away, the 
soil is likely to be poor. 

As for water, all plants require some. Many (like cotton 
bushes) require huge amounts. 

������������������

Human intervention often dramatically alters the soil, 
for better or for worse. As humanity has become  
dominant over nature, all over the world we have inter-
vened, with farming, fertilisation and irrigation. Equally 
important, we have withdrawn land from agricultural or 
wild status and built over it. A few relevant examples:- 

Irrigation has been used the world over, for thousands of 
years, to provide extra water so that dry ground can be 
used grow crops. A complication is that modern projects 

Soil  — “Where have all the food crops gone?” 
by Mike Davies 



������
�������    no 70   Winter 2014/15     page  6 

are often primarily for hydroelectric power, so the  
benefits to soil may be secondary and many hydro  
projects drown vast tracts of otherwise fertile soil. The 
Californian irrigation schemes of the last century turned 
huge areas (occupied by indigenous people) into near 
deserts, in order to supply water to new (white, immi-
grant) capitalist fruit farmers. In Australia the Queen-
sland cotton plantations abstract such vast amounts of 
water that the Darling River rarely reaches the sea at all 
and downstream cities suffer water shortages. In Pales-
tine, the biblicasl Jordan is reduced to a muddy trickle 
because Israeli settlers take so much water upstream. �

To improve crop yields, we add nutrients to the soil. 
These are mined or manufactured on an industrial scale, 
using huge amounts of energy. Often they are trans-
ported thousands of miles. What we rarely do on any 
significant scale is develop the fertility of the soil in 
situ. In “developed” countries, the soil is too often an 
essentially infertile base, made fertile by ever-increasing  
additions of chemical fertiliser.  

We also directly intervene in the texture of the soil.  
Early last century, in the US mid-west we tried to  
improve the productivity of what had been a stable soil. 
We ploughed it and harrowed it, breaking it up into 
small particles. Come a couple of dry years the soil  
literally blew away, leaving dust bowl behind. 

As global warming progresses, the soil of land nearer 
the equator becomes unstable. In sub-Saharan Africa  
a combination of population pressure and aridity is ren-
dering great swathes of land infertile. While a warmer 
climate might superficially seem attractive, the fact is 
that its effects on agriculture are already disastrous and 
will become more so. 

Another evident effect of global warming will be the 
wholesale loss of land itself, including highly fertile 
agricultural land. If the Greenland ice-cap (alone!) 
melts, sea levels will rise about 21 metres. Bangladesh 
(alone) has over 150 million people, but only a few  
hillocks in the far north east of the country will still  
be above the sea. No soil to grow food, and 150 million 
refugees. (Perhaps Britain will argue they are 
“economic migrants”). Plus all the Pacific island  
nations. And our coasts. 

���	���	����

Historically humanity’s attitude to the soil has been 
stunningly irresponsible – despite the fact that we  
depend completely on the soil for life.  

Australia provides a good example. Across much of 
Australia, the soil is only a thin layer, with its fertility 
built up over centuries of light use or lying fallow. 
When European settlers arrived, they initiated a process 
of “soil mining”. It was possible to grow crops, but  
often only by using up the limited supply of nutrients in 
the soil. Yet the Australian government, fairly recently, 
had a policy of trying to increase the population to 50 
million, as though they had unlimited fertile soil on 
which to grow food. As noted above, most developed 
countries paid no heed to the inherent resilience of their 
soil, assuming they could just use ever-more fertiliser to 
keep up crop yields. 

This approach depended on the ready availability of 
cheap oil. In effect, we eat oil. The food we produce is 
entirely dependent on the mining, manufacturing and 
transport of fertiliser at great cost in energy, an energy-
intensive farming process, and energy-intensive trans-
port of the food produced. This cannot go on. 

Generally, peasant farmers are more productive than 
agribusiness in terms of output per acre. Peasant farmers 
also conserve the soil far better than large industrial 
farms. But peasant farms are very labour intensive. It is 
difficult to see us flocking en masse back to the land. If 
we are to preserve our society in a recognisable form 
but continue to feed ourselves in the long term, we must 
find an approach to the soil which avoids the destruction 
wreaked by agri-business but is more productive per 
person than peasant agriculture. This approach must 
cope with the now-inevitable effects of climate change, 
even while we combat climate change itself by drastic 
reductions in burning fossil fuels for agriculture and 
generally. 

We need to conserve the extent of natural and agricul-
tural land, not continue to concrete over it. We need to 
respect and conserve (or rebuild) the organic structure 
of the soil we use for agriculture. We must adopt a  
balanced, realistic approach to using fertilisers based 
primarily on local rather than imported, restoring  
diversity and the old links between different types  
of farming. 

As for climate change, we need to stop fuelling it. But 
we also need to handle the problems already in train: 
increased temperatures, unstable weather with floods, 
storms & droughts, new diseases & pests, plus problems 
not yet identified. 

Such new approaches cannot be produced by capitalism 
chasing quick profits and endless growth. We must hold 
the land in common and plan its use rationally. 
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Breaking the link between funding and social needs 
– local government finance 

The funding of local government is notoriously compli-
cated. However, since 1929 “it has been used to some 
degree to promote equalisation – that is, to ensure that 
the funding available to local authorities bears some 
relationship to the need for services in the local area.”  

Prior to 1990 local authorities kept all the income they 
raised from rates, both domestic and business, and the 
government gave a top-up in the form of rate support 
grant , based on an assessment of local needs. From 
1990 the new system instituted greater Westminster 
control over local authorities as a result of ‘grant’ being 
determined centrally. The government controlled what 
was raised locally and determined how much could be 
kept. Even so, funding levels at least bore some rela-
tionship to an up to date estimate of local needs in each 
area. In contrast the new system that the coalition gov-
ernment has introduced marks a fundamental change  
because the link between funding and an annual uprat-
ing of needs has been ended. 

There are four sources of funding for Councils: govern-
ment grants, business rates, council tax, 
and  fees & charges for . A Dedicated 
Schools Grant  is provided separately. 
Each Council receives a Settlement Fund-
ing Assessment  (SFA) which roughly cor-
responds to the previous ‘formula grant’.  

However, the allocations for 2014-15 and 
2015-16 were set with reductions in the 
2013-14 allocations. Unlike previously, 
need will not be reassessed annually. For 
seven straight years this will remain the 
case until BRRS is reassessed in 2020. 

At the same time the government has en-
couraged Councils to freeze their Council tax, using car-
rot and stick. The carrot is a grant for Councils that 
freeze, the stick is the legal obligation to hold a referen-
dum if CT is raised above a certain level, currently 2%.  

Where the money comes from 

In 2013-14 local authorities in England budgeted to re-
ceive £89.4 billion in income raised locally and from 
government grant. 
· £31 billion in funding for schools, ring-fenced and 
transferred directly to the schools. 
· £22. billion in revenue grants, which are passed  
directly to individuals, such as Housing Benefit or  
training support payments. 
· £36.1 billion in revenue and capital grants to sup-
port the delivery of their statutory functions and duties. 

In its 2010 spending review the government set out its 
plans to reduce local government funding by 26% over 
4 years. The NAO says that the government “wanted to 
give local authorities freedom to be innovative and effi-
cient, against increasing financial challenges”. In other 
words in gave them the responsibility to decide how to 
implement these unprecedented cuts locally. 

The impact of the cuts 

The National Audit Office (NAO says that funding for 
local authorities will fall by 28% ‘in real terms’ over the 
spending review period of 2010-11 to 2014-15. They 
estimate it will reach 37% by 2015-16. Taking account 
of their ‘spending power’  this equates to a 25% cut on 
average in their overall income. However, the impact on 
different authorities is greatly varied. Metropolitan Bor-
oughs will lose on average 41%, County Councils 33%. 

The impact of funding cuts hits those authorities with a 
lower level of council tax income harder than richer au-
thorities. For example, Councils have, on average, in-
creased spending on children’s social care by 6.8% be-
tween 2010-11 and 2014-15. However, amongst au-
thorities with the highest spending reductions, spending 
on this service has fallen by 4%. In authorities with cuts 
low relative to their income it will increase by over 14%. 

Funding cuts have had a massive impact on staffing 
levels. Excluding the schools workforce local authorities 
reduced ‘full-time equivalent posts’ by 16.6% in just 
three years, from 2010-2013. 

Whilst Councils have tried to protect core 
services “there is emerging evidence that 
funding reductions have led to a fall in ser-
vice volumes”. Despite increased demand, 
core services such as homecare and day 
care for adults and residential care for 
adults and children, have reduced since 
2010-11. 

Legally, local authorities are obliged to 
balance their budget, so despite talking of 
protecting ‘front-line services’ they are 
forced to cut services to do so. The gov-
ernment does not want to hear that local 
authorities cannot fulfil their statutory du-

ties if they implement this unprecedented level of cuts, 
since it has been set as an absolute target by Osborne 
and Cameron, regardless of the consequences. 

The ‘medicine’ is killing the patient 

Approaching the General Election, the impact on local 
authorities and the prospect of deep cuts to follow from 
the Tories has elicited an unusual cross-party response 
from local authorities. A letter signed by 65 Labour 
Council leaders, 40 Conservative and 10 Liberal De-
mocrats stated that “further reductions (in funding) with-
out radical reform will have a detrimental impact on peo-
ple’s quality of life and will lead to vital services being 
scaled back or lost altogether”.  

The recent autumn statement underlines the threat to 
local government as well as other services. The cuts 
programme in the next Parliament would be even 
deeper than that which has been implemented thus far. 
The OBR says that only 40% of the cuts will have been 
carried out by the end of this financial year, leaving 60% 
to be achieved during the next Parliament. The social 
consequences of this would be disastrous. 
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Charlie Hebdo 

Not quite so simple     
Mathieu Colloghan, RAGA France 

Charlie Hebdo is not any kind of newspaper. It's a 
newspaper based on cartoons and caricatures. In the 
1970s, it was a radical left and anarchist newspaper. It 
carried lots of provocative cartoons about the govern-
ment, the Gaullist movement, sexuality etc. 

Charlie ceased publication when the left won the elec-
tion in 1981. For them, it was difficult, much too diffi-
cult, not to be against those 
in power. It was published 
again, under the name La 
Grosse Bertha, in 1991, as a 
newspaper against the first 
war in Iraq. After a few 
months, that newspaper split 
and a section of the staff de-
cided to recreate Charlie 
Hebdo. 

So this newspaper had a 
strong image, from the post-
1968 period, of being a pro-
vocative left/anarchist news-
paper. But the new Charlie Hebdo was a different 
thing. Most of the cartoonists were still provocative, 
but less radical, and the other journalists were less and 
less on the left. During years, the drawings were still 
funny, but the editorial line was more and more cen-
trist. They made fun of the far-right and right move-
ments, but also attacked the extreme-left too. The big-
gest change was their support for the NATO war in 
Kosovo. Then they supported the second war in Iraq.  

Later they got involved in the question of Islamapho-
bia in France. But they did it with a considered politi-
cal line (Down with all religion! We do not specifi-
cally care about Islam.) which seems to be their classi-
cal anarchist-provocative line. But the things have 
changed in France. There is now a real problem of 
Islamaphobia. At the same time one of the former 
leaders of Charlie was fired because of a piece he 
wrote that was considered to be anti-Semitic. The text 
did not say anything anti-Semitic, but for the managers 
of Charlie, “you can't play with the Jewish question”. 

For Charlie, it was forbidden to make fun of Judaism 
but OK to make fun of Islam, no problem... 

Charlie suffered a fire bombing a couple of years ago, 
after having published a Danish cartoon about the 
prophet. They got support from almost everybody, 
from the communist party to the far right. Only the ex-
treme left started to talk about “Charlie’s new Islama-
phobic business line”. (The newspaper, which had been 
close to collapse, sold a lot of copies after this change 
of line). 

So, Charlie had changed a lot and 
was no longer this radical left 
funny and irreverent newspaper. 
The boss of Charlie, P.Val, got 
friendly with the Sarkozy family, 
and then was nominated by the 
president as head of France Inter, 
one of the state radio stations. At 
the same time, rather schizo-
phrenically, Charlie stayed radi-
cal on many subjects. 

So, the newspaper which has 
been the victim of this awful 
crime, is actually a cross between 

a symbol of the extreme left of 1968 (maybe THE sym-
bol, for French people) and a centrist newspaper with 
some kind of “Islamaphobia crisis”. 

I knew Charb, the new leader of Charlie killed yester-
day, for 25 years. We were friends for long time. We 
had eaten together. He had slept several times at my 
home. And, even if the change of political line of his 
newspaper broke up this friendship, I still believe that 
this cartoonist is a nice man, but was wrong about Is-
lam. I knew another victim, Tignous, who was a very 
good cartoonist, who still took a strong social and anti-
racist line; and Bernard Marris, another victim, who 
was a false right-wing economist. 

This is a very sad time. Sad because of their deaths. 
Sad, because of what will happen in the coming days. I 
believe we will have a strong anti-Muslim movement 
in France. Indeed, it has started already. “The winter is 
coming”. 

 

The recent murder of reporters, cartoonists and police in Paris was a cowardly massacre of  
defenceless people by religious extremists.  Green Socialist carries two articles which we hope will 
help us to understand more of the background to this terrible act. We also have to remind ourselves 

that it was one hundred years ago that Britain, aided by France, declared war on the Ottoman  
Empire, which covered much of the middle east, and where many religions and different cultures 

had coexisted relatively peacefully for centuries, until Western Imperialism intervened for strategic 
interest and raw materials, balkanised it and planted a Zionist state there for good measure. 
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Paris to Peshawar 
Challenges and Response  -  by Farooq Tariq 
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   We are told the Magna Carta is the foundation of the 
rule of law in England. This is partly true. The Charter 
was a truce between a power obsessed and ruthless 
king and his power obsessed and ruthless supporters 
who thought he had overstepped the mark. All law 
represents a truce between contending forces in soci-
ety. The Charter was nothing really new in that it formal-
ised various constitutional, legal and religious laws and 
rights accumulated over previous centuries. King John 
was a brutal, murderous and thieving King in a brutal, 
murderous and thieving age, but he pushed his Earls, 
Barons and Knights too far. Des-
perate to regain his recently lost 
lands in France he confiscated 
property, took hostages for ransom 
and ran a protection racket in order 
to get funding for an invasion army. 
For this he was called to account. 

   Many of the clauses or chapters 
as they were called in the Charter, 
were in fact longstanding griev-
ances. However the conditions 
arose in 1215 for these to appear 
openly and in this one document 
they were negotiated between the 
King and his rebellious Barons. The 
signing took place at Runnymede, 
between Windsor and Staines. The 
event must have resembled a circus, with tents and a 
big top for the King. The British judiciary still has the 
appearance of a circus. Arcane costumes, odd wigs, 
some clowns, acrobatic barristers standing words on 
their head, judges juggling precedents, defendants 
walking a procedural tightrope. The greatest show on 
earth. However ordinary people’s access to justice 
through legal aid is being cut and it is litigation by the 
rich and big business that the big city law firms are inter-
ested in. Indeed, solicitors, in an unprecedented move, 
recently went on strike against cuts in the legal aid 
budget. 

   It’s important to place the signing of the Magna Carta 
in its historical context. Most people were desperately 
poor and often hungry. Democracy did not exist. A large 
slice of society then were not even free, possibly as 
much as fifty percent were economically and legally 
bound to a local overlord. They were not bought and 
sold as say Roman slaves, but they were tied to mano-
rial lands. Feudalism was a rigid hieratical society where 
it was difficult to move between the classes. If you had a 
particular skill you could become an artisan craftsman. 
Merchants did some trade in towns, but it was the clergy 
and nobility that governed locally. The Charter stated 
taxation was to be raised by the consent of the nation, 
except only a few of the baronial elite had any say over 
this. Any taxation they paid was raised by terrorising the 
peasantry and artisans anyway. 

   The Charter refers to liberties granted to the free-men, 
for example trial by one’s peers. Free woman existed 
under the terms of the Charter but they were subject to 

men. Women in society at that time were placed in the 
“protection” (i.e. subservient) of men, either a father, a 
husband or the local lord. Women did not serve on ju-
ries so were tried by men. Women could not be out-
lawed, because they did not have a place in Law. The 
Charter did not change Feudal relations one jot. The 
unfree had no rights whatsoever. They could be killed 
by their lord completely out of hand for the most trivial of 
reasons. Only the already powerful were accepted to 
have any rights and this is where today’s celebration of 
Magna Carta completely fails in demonstrating the truth 

of the document. 

   Within months of the Charter be-
ing signed it was quashed, by none 
other than the pope, who King John 
had persuaded that he had only 
signed it under duress. King John in 
turn was quashed by the Barons 
who chose another King, Louis, 
eldest son of the King of France. 
However John’s son Henry III, re-
claimed the throne, accepted what 
his father rejected in the Charter, 
and reissued it in 1225. Before the 
great peasant’s rebellion in 1381, 
peasant leaders had tried to use 
the courts to argue serfdom was 
illegal. Not surprisingly they failed. 

The rebellion and other minor uprisings scared the rul-
ing class so much that they dare not punish the mass of 
rebels. The leaders though felt the full force of the state 
against them. Treason was the crime and the punish-
ment death, but serfdom had its days numbered and 
soon serfs were allowed to buy their freedom. 

   The extension of rights that we take for granted now, 
although some are being eroded, the right of free 
speech, the right of a free press, the right of workers to 
organise together, the right to vote, the right to strike, 
have all been won by an almighty struggle by ordinary 
people with much sacrifice. The law has always de-
fended the property of the rich and powerful. Landown-
ers were allowed to enclose the common lands and 
deny their tenants the means to subsist. To resist was 
treason. The courts, the military, the police, the civil ser-
vice tops, the church, the media have always used 
every power they possess to defend the interests of the 
rich. Early trade unionists were deported to penal colo-
nies. Recently Trade Unions have been refused the 
right to strike by the courts, often to ensure the employ-
ers have more time to organise against the strike. 
Peaceful protesters against education cuts, some barely 
teenagers, were brutally treated by riot police when all 
they wanted to do was express an opinion.  

t’s only when every position of authority in society is 
elected and representatives are subject to instant recall 
will the tug of war between wealth and privilege on one 
side be defeated by the democracy of the overwhelming 
majority in society on the other side. 

Magna Carta    
On the 800th anniversary this year of the signing by King John of  

the great charter, John Sillett looks at its history and relevance today 
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To:    Alliance for Green Socialism 
Freepost RRLC-YBLL-CCXA 
WHITBY 
YO21 3HF 

 
The world needs more Green Socialists and Green Socialism needs more advocates. 
Why not subscribe to this journal, or better still, why not join us (and get the journal free)? 
 
I would like to subscribe to Green Socialist                           I would like to join the AGS  
 
Name .....................................................………………………….........................................................……................................. 

Address …….....................................………………........................................................…………………...........…................... 

…….……………………………………………………………………….…............................................................................... 

…….……………………………………………………………………….…............................................................................... 

Telephone ..................................................... E-mail .................................................……………................................................ 
 

Subscription to Green Socialist alone costs £7 for 4 issues.  AGS membership is:  £30 a year or £2.50 a month (full income),  
£18 a year of £1.50 a month (low income),  £7 a year or 58p a month (negligible income) or  
£7 a year or 58p a month (students).  Cheques payable to: ���������	
��������
������� . 
 

You can join online at www.greensocialist.org.uk/ 
You can donate online at www.greensocialist.org.uk/ 
Any non-member donating £7 (or more) will be sent the next four issues of Green Socialist. 
The discount for low-waged, unwaged and student members is subsidised by those who pay the full-rate so please feel free to 
make a donation according to your pocket. 
If you really want to assist the AGS then a Standing Order (even for a small monthly amount) would  
be Immensely helpful. Tick the box if you want us to send you a Standing Order form  

 

Dear Comrades    

To quote Ben Chacko from the 
Morning Star 20/1/15 “Austerity is a 
logical and so far successful strategy 
by Britain’s ruling class to increase 
its share of the counties wealth by 
taking it away from working people”. 
Their purpose is to further enrich and 
empower themselves. 

I remind readers that New Labour 
supports the continuation of austerity 
- voting for the Con-Dem’s “Budget 
Responsibility Charter”. 

So how can we on the progressive 
broad green left, including the Trade 
Unions, join together to create a 
powerful new alliance with an elec-
toral strategy? I suggest a national 
meeting of all those interested in 
such a project to meet at the earliest 
after the General Election. I’m sure 
the AGS would play its part 

Yours, Pete Relph (AGS Nat Cttee) 

    - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 
From Eddie Adams,  
AGS Press Release: 

 Rojava is an area in northern Syria 

����� � �����
	�� �
Dear Editor 
I have just read your 'Farming and 
Food' GS69. My question is, are you 
a vegetarian? If not, you seem to 
advocate vegetarianism by condemn-
ing a 'meat' based diet. 
Regards, 
Anthony Sweeney, Norwich 
 

John Sillett replies :- 
I would definitely advocate eating 
less meat. Raising livestock is a 
very wasteful method of producing 
food. You need to produce a lot of 
feed crops, with all the necessary 
fertilizers, pesticides and water 
depletion. A lot of our meat comes 
from South America where the 
rainforests are being cut down for 
ranching, where the products go to 
the burger chains. Then there is 
the problem of manure waste, 
methane adding to global warm-
ing. Finally, of course, is the ques-
tion of how animals are treated.  
 

which has been liberated from the 
Assad regime. It faces great difficul-
ties now being under attack firstly 
from the Nusra Front and now the 
Islamic State (Isis). 

Rojava has set up a system of de-
mocratic autonomy which is inclusive 
with Kurds, Syriacs, Armenians,  
rabs and Turkmen all involved and 
participating equally. Recently fight-
ers from Rojava crossed into Sengal 
and helped rescue Yarzidi Kurds 
Turkmen and Syriacs from the  
advance of IS. 

The West it seems is waking up to 
the value of the Kurds in the struggle 
against the islamists and their terror 
tactics. Rojava is a small beacon of 
hope surrounded by the political 
mess that the United States and  
Britain have created. We need to 
support the call for the international 
community to recognise the auton-
omy of Democratic Rojava and to 
supply them with  the aid they need 
to survive and to help and protect 
the refugees that have taken shelter 
in Rojava. 
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Climate Pointers 
Bryn Glover �

It is understandable that various groups with an  
interest in Climate Change should have expressed  
significant disappointment over the outcome of the  
latest round of International talks, held in Lima, Peru, 
just before Christmas. The outcome of the talks has 
been described as the weakest effort yet, but in fair-
ness, the whole idea of these talks was to prepare the 
agenda for the more significant talks to be held in Paris 
in December of this year. In this respect, Lima achieved 
what it set out to achieve, and no delegates attending 
Paris will be able to argue that they were unprepared for 
what those talks say they will tackle. For the first time, 
all the participating nations will be required to make  
specific firm commitments to CO2 reduction, and to 
cash investments in new technologies and in cleaning 
up the mess left by the old ones. 

It is not often that this column  will be found to be 
quoting the Vatican. But where credit is due, it should 
be recognised. News is coming out of that institution 
that the current pope is planning an encyclical on  
climate change, perhaps as soon as in Spring of this 
year, timed to mobilise grassroots catholic action ahead 
of the Paris talks, mentioned above. The one sixth of 
the World’s population who are Catholics will receive 
the message, and that in-
cludes nearly one third of 
the US Congress, split 
evenly between the two 
parties. It is said that the 
pope will refer to the Good 
Samaritan in that we all 
have responsibilities to-
wards our fellow humans. 
He will also take the same 
line as part of AGS policy 
which recognises the crimi-
nal immorality that though 
the World’s richest billion 
people have mainly caused 
the problem by their pollution and emissions, it is the 
World’s poorest 3 billion who will suffer the most when, 
for example, floods and droughts strike with ever  
ncreasing frequency and severity, and when ocean  
levels rise – inevitably and inexorably. 

Good news and bad news from the USA  about oil. On 
the good side, there does seem to be a growing aware-
ness that unlimited, unregulated and uncontrolled explo-
ration by the likes of Shell in the Arctic is definitely not 
good for the environment. Plans for drilling over  
4 million hectares off the coast of Alaska have been  
refused, and that company is to be required to imple-
ment much more stringent procedures for dealing with 
possible spillages in what is one of the US National 
Wildlife Refuges. On the bad side, and almost at the 
same moment, the Republican controlled Congress has 
passed a bill to allow the controversial Keystone XL 
pipeline to be built. This will permit the ever faster deliv-
ery of the appalling ‘Tar-sand’ oil from Canada to Texas, 

from where it will be exported. Obama has muttered 
variously about vetoing this bill if it ‘adversely affects the 
climate’. Whether or not he does so remains to be seen. 
Whether or not Tar-sand oil is bad for the environment 
is surely beyond doubt.  

A complex argument has been advanced by a highly 
respected commentator on environmental  matters, 
Fred Pearce, that the plummeting price of oil (more than 
halved to $50 a barrel for Brent crude since last June) 
may in the long run be a good thing for the environment. 
The obvious reaction to cheap oil is that people will use 
more, and that clearly is a bad thing. But Pearce argues 
that low prices are bad for ‘big-oil’, and will discourage 
exploration and investment in what must be ever more 
difficult and expensive places. The cheap stuff, he says, 
has almost run out. The current total level of investment 
is over $1trillion, but this needs a break-even price of 
$95 per barrel. A sustained low price will mean a big hit 
on this investment and already three big companies 
have announced job cuts in their exploration teams. The 
same may be happening with coal as the demand of the 
past is diminishing and resources for investment are 
drying up. Indeed, it is the international coal industry 
that has coined the term for investments which are no 
longer viable; they call them ‘Stranded Assets’. If the 
Paris talks really get serious about limiting global CO2 
emissions, then it is possible that we are seeing the  
beginnings of terminal decline for the oil industry. On 
past form, Fred Pearce is certainly a person to be taken 
seriously. We shall see. 

The AGS has long as-
serted  that humanity must 
end its fatal dependence on 
fossil fuels. Now a study by 
two researchers at Univer-
sity College, London (which 
can be read in full at 
DOI:10.1038/nature14016) 
has placed specific figures 
on what they call 
“unburnable carbon”. Chris-
tophe McGlade and Paul 
Ekins calculate that at cur-
rent rates the burning of oil 

must cease entirely in 26 years, gas must stop in  
27 years, and coal should have only 15 years left if  
humanity is to keep global warming down below the well
-known limit of 2ºC. The only proviso is that these times 
can be extended if genuine techniques for carbon-
capture and permanent storage can be developed.  

That ‘limit’ of 2ºC is itself highly problematic, and is  
currently under serious challenge. As noted here on 
several occasions, it is the absolute limit if the very 
worst consequences of global warming are to be  
avoided. It is not, decidedly not , a convenient target at 
which we can aim. Such a rise will still bring disaster for 
many low-lying communities and nations. The Maldives 
and Diego Garcia will probably disappear beneath the 
waves with 2ºC. But above 2º, the rise in sea-levels will 
be such that most of the coastal cities of the World, 
such as New York and London, will simply cease to  
exist. Why is that message so hard to get across to the 
leaders of the World? 
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Poverty, Pegida and Politics   -    by Steve Davis 

The political scene here in Germany for 2015 is 
going to be very interesting. On the first of January 
Germany introduced s legal minimum wage with 
exceptions. The minimum wage is EUR 8.50 per 
hour. The poverty line here is set at EUR 940 
monthly. For people living on very low pensions we 
have a basic minimum of EUR 740 monthly. At the 
moment we have in Germany 15 million people 
living below the poverty line. The numbers rising 
every year. Unemployment is about 4.5 million. 
The economic miracle has been achieved on the 
basis of low wages. 

The gap between rich and poor has grown dra-
matically. The creation of a group called “the work-
ing poor” is deliberate government policy. Ger-
many is allowing the influx of thousands of people 
from Eastern Europe as cheap labour which under-
mines the minimum wage. German economic  
policy is creating “the working poor” throughout 
Europe. A new political party has emerged called 
AFP (Alternative for Germany) which is right wing 
and is becoming a focus for extreme right politics. 
AFD has allied itself with an organisation call 
Pegida which means “Patriotic Europeans against 
Islam”. There is a dramatic refugee problem devel-
oping in Europe which cannot be denied and 
Pegida has become a focus of racial prejudice 
which was always strong in Germany. This is of 
course to simplify the issue. There is a deep  
disenchantment with politics in Germany amounts 
ordinary people. The politicians are not addressing 
people’s problems as seen from the man in the 
street. Pergida with the AFD have organised large 
demonstrations in some cities. The latest was a 
demonstration in Dresden with about 17000 people 
attending. There are also counter demonstrations 
around the country attracting also thousands of 
people. It seems Germany could be dividing  
between left and right on the refugee problem.  
The question is, how stable is the political system 
here? I do not like the idea of a right wing party 
getting power here. Neither do may Germans 

I have been working in an art group for about two 
years which I have organised for refugee children. 
The place I work in is an abandoned barracks 
housing about 150 men and women in conditions 
which no German would tolerate. This is near the 

large town of Neuwied on the Rhine. The barracks 
is near a harbour opposite a run-down nuclear 
power plant. Nobody seems to know or want to 
know where this barracks is. Nobody from the local 
community is prepared to go to the barracks and 
do a few hours voluntary work with the refugees. 
This proves to me that the refugee are not wanted. 
I told one woman about the conditions in the  
barracks and she said “how is that possible, we 
are living in a democracy”. Since the French  
Revolution democracy means freedom, solidarity 
and justice for all. Well the refugee problem is  

turning out to be a crisis of western values.  
The European answer to the flood of refugees 
coming across the Mediterranean is Frontex 
(Discouragement by drowning) It’s a policy of  
aggression. 

 The people who are moving towards Pegida are 
not all right wing. They want simple answers to 
complicated problems. Most Germans are aware 
that the international economic system is not  
working. The euro crisis is a symptom. By saving 
the international banks local governments here ate 
without financial means to carry out local services. 
We have a coalition between the SPD (Social De-
mocrats) and CDU (Christian Democrats).  
The politics are pure neoliberal. The welfare state 
is being systematically dismantled and local  
services privatised. 

In January, Green Socialist received this article by Steve Davis who lives in Germany. It was written at  the height  
of the Pegida demonstrations against  immigrants, which took place mostly in Dresden. Since that time, with the  
movement’s leaders exposed as Neo-Nazis, the force of counter-demonstrations and the opposition of many sectors  
f German society against them, the Pegida demonstrations have rapidly diminished in numbers and fizzled out. As  
an analysis from local experience, the article contains some really useful background information which we hope  
readers will find of assistance in understanding events.   
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THEATRE REVIEW – Hope, by Jack Thorne 
2014. A small northern council. Increasing cuts.  

Hope, by Jack Thorne (who wrote This is England ’86), 
had a short run at the Royal Court and is about how the 
Labour leadership of the council react to the latest round 
of cuts. At first they list possible cuts – libraries, street 
lights, day centres, a museum. But there is some resis-
tance to closing the day centre (conveniently run by the 
deputy leader’s ex wife who leads a campaign against 
the cuts to its funding) so they pull back and decide to 
cut two sure start centres instead. Again this causes 
trouble – the centres are in predominantly Asian areas – 
and there are clashes between the EDL and the commu-
nity. 

Led by an Asian councillor, the leadership finally revolt 
and refuse to set a budget and the government sends in 
an administrator. 

The issues raised are serious and topical yet the play felt 
flat. There was no sense of anyone outside the council, 
except the day care manager and a service user, being 
part of the action. There were no trade unions involved. 
It was completely unrealistic that this bunch of people 
would actually ever do anything but go along with the 
cuts. And the scale of what is happening to local gov-
ernment wasn’t that apparent – the choices between 
shutting a few toilets and turning off some street lights 
doesn’t match in any way what is happening in some of 
our poorest councils. 

 

There is a sense of nostalgia in the play for the old La-
bour party – where the father of one of the councillors, a 
previous council leader, laments the lack of anger and 
protest nationally about the banks and the cuts and La-
bour’s lack of vision and belief. But are we meant to 
think the councillors revolt means there is something 
changing – the play is called Hope after all? Perhaps 
just a sense that there is hope that some politicians will 
follow their conscience, even though the odds are 
stacked against them and that actually the situation in 
the town didn’t improve with the imposed administrator 
(it got worse). Thorne has said his main concern was to 
show how austerity policies play out at a local level. But 
this play hardly showed that. It largely existed in the 
closed world of the leader’s office where the outside 
world had little direct impact. It calls for more vision 
and ideology from Labour politicians which must be 
right but doesn’t suggest how this could actually come 
about. 

I suppose what can be said positively about this play is 
that it at least raises questions about cuts at the local 
level and the kinds of choices councillors are having to 
make that inevitably impact on the most vulnerable – 
however simplistic they appear here. There are plenty of 
themes here for plays – they just need more fire and 
passion to grab our attention. 

BOOK REVIEWS  -  Rifkin’s Third Industrial Revolution 

“THE THIRD INDUSTRIAL REVOLUTION: 
how lateral power is transforming energy, the economy,  
and the world”   -   by Jeremy Rifkin 
Published by palgrave macmillan, 2011 
ISBN 978-0-230-34197-5 

“THE ZERO MARGINAL COST SOCIETY: 
the internet of things, the collaborative commons,  
and the eclipse of capitalism”   -   by Jeremy Rifkin 
Published by palgrave macmillan, 2014 
ISBN 978-1-137-27846-3 
 

It may be worth looking at Rifkin’s many books if his 
claims are true that the “Third Industrial Revolution” 
programme has been adopted by corporations and  
governments. For example “… in May 2007, the  
European Parliament issued a formal written declara-
tion endorsing the Third Industrial Revolution ...”. 
However, I advise a pinch of salt. He describes David 
Cameron as “ a fierce champion of distributed green 
power, making it the lynch pin of his future economic 
vision”. Hmm! Must be a different David Cameron. 

Rifkin posits five pillars on which the TIR stands:  
renewable energy; buildings as micro-power plants;  
distributed energy storage such as hydrogen; a smart 
energy grid (lateral not top-down); and electric or fuel-
cell transport. Ecosocialists would broadly support these 
“pillars”, although some of the specifics (like tanks of 
explosive hydrogen in every building!) would certainly 
give us pause. However, there are huge gaps in his 
scheme, the most basic being the need to reduce our 
hugely wasteful use of energy. A second is growth. 
Rifkin is keen to “advance commerce” while saying 
little or nothing about the fatal absurdity of endless  
economic growth.  

Rifin’s theorisations are hugely variable in coherence. 
For example he has a genuinely insightful section on the 
relevance of entropy to sustainability. Entropy is the 
principle that any closed system tends inevitably to “run 
down” from an uneven distribution of energy to an even 
spread which is unusable. However, he ignores the fact 
that this principle cannot be directly applied to our  
planet because it is not a closed system, but receives 
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That the current situation is truly a crisis can be in no 
doubt. Several Departments have declared themselves 
closed to further admissions. Volunteer ambulances 
from the Red Crosshave been drafted in to help out. 
NHS ambulances queue up outside, often, reportedly for 
over 6 hours with their patients being attended by para-
medic crews and by nursing staff from the hospital. 
One Tory response has been to declare that as the hospi-
tals in question are all independent trusts it is a matter 
for their independent administrations to manage their 
resources. We can dismiss such reactions for the  
ankrupt mendacious nonsense that they are. 
Another target for blame by our leaders has been the 
recent various substitutes for a proper GP provision. 
Phone lines like 111 do, more often than not, offer such 
choices as the option of a visit from a proper doctor 
some time in the following 24 hours or so, or the advice 
to take the patient to the nearest A&E department.  
Hardly surprisingly, most people opt for A&E. 
This has certainly has contributed to the ever rising 
workload of A&E, but it is not the only underlying 
cause. About one third of all people who attend any 
A&E department will need to be transferred into a  
hospital ward for further observation, investigation or 
treatment. The extra visits from the GP-substitute call 
lines – mostly non-urgent or trivial matters – would not 
significantly affect the actual numbers of those requir-
ing full admission. Such cases would slew the percent-
ages, but not the totals.  

But hospital wards are now fuller than ever before. Bed 
occupancy is usually defined as the proportion of patient 
occupancy days to the theoretical total of ward bed-
days. The more chronic, long term patients there are in a 
ward, the higher will be the apparent ‘occupancy’ fig-
ure. Ideally, a ward might hope for occupancy rates in 
the low 90%s, giving  time for the staff, having dis-
charged one patient, to make ready the bed for the next. 
But these days it is more than likely that the next patient 
will already be waiting, in the hospital, for the bed, ei-
ther as a planned admission or in the A&E department.  
But why has the matter of ‘bed blocking’ become so 
severe? Why are bed occupancy figures consistently 
around (or above!) the 100% mark? 
This is the real nub of the current crisis, and to answer it 
needs a look at what is required every time a patient is 
discharged from hospital. Some, who would have been 
admitted for sudden acute and easily treatable condi-
tions can actually be allowed home with little more than 
a follow-up check-up appointment a week or so later. 
But for many patients, a complex arrangement of subse-
quent care needs to be put in place before they can be 
discharged. Most such after-care is provided by local 
authorities, and this is the root cause of the problem. 
Cameron and his cronies can stand up in public and 
claim that heath budgets have not been affected by  
the cuts. This is a lie. Unless and until local authority 
budgets are restored, there can be no end to this crisis – 
it will simply worsen as time goes by. 
                                                 Bryn Glover, Skipton 

vast amounts of energy input from the sun. He also 
relies heavily on the gross inefficiencies of central  
production of electrical power. Rifkin asserts that  
moving away from centralised production will be much 
more efficient. Unfortunately the efficiency of electrical 
power distribution is also extremely poor, so a distrib-
uted grid will also lose huge amounts of energy. 

Rifkin’s subsequent book asserts that we are moving 
towards an economy in which everything will be pro-
duced locally at zero, or near zero, marginal cost. That 
is, making the “next one” (of anything) will be virtually 
free. It assumes, on the TIR model, virtually free energy 
available over a distributed smart grid, together with 
ubiquitous 3D printers. Plus free services delivered over 
the internet. Large, centralised, capitalist production, 
would be replaced by universally distributed local  
production at near-zero cost. 

We would all shared some of these aspirations . But the 
vision as a whole reminds me of the claim in the sixties 
that we were about to enter a world where no-one would 
have to work more than a few hours a week, while  
enjoying abundance. Rifkin’s aspirations appear to be 
just that: the way he would like things to be. 

The idea of local production of goods on 3D printers, as 
a basis for the majority of production, seems to me 

without foundation. It ignores the need for raw materi-
als. It ignores the capital cost of such hugely sophisti-
cated machines. It ignores the limitations on what 3D 
printers can make. It omits basic needs like food. And 
the idea that most services can be provided over the 
internet is equally baseless. Rifkin seems often to con-
fuse information, which can indeed be shared in that 
way, and physical goods and services, which cannot. 
For example, home care can hardly be provided over the 
net, nor can housing simply be printed. 

Nowhere does Rifkin address the political problem of 
moving to his new model. The final chapter of TIR is 
titled “Morphing from the industrial to the collaborative 
era” but contains nothing more than aspirations for the 
future and baseless assertions that the change is already 
underway. “A younger generation is quietly disengaging 
from the traditional capitalist market.”  

Anyone who thinks that capitalists are simply going to 
fade away in favour of an equal and empathetic world 
has failed to observe reality. Indeed, current trends are 
quite clearly towards increased private ownership, even 
of the essentials of life. What is actually happening is 
that those with wealth and power are tightening their 
grip on everything from manufacturing to food to  
health care. 

Review by Mike Davies, Chair, AGS 

Crisis in A & E 
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