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representing more than 80% of the 
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and associated professionals.
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establishment-level Reps, local branches, 
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organising agenda looks to involve 
members wherever and whenever it can.
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As sure as the world turns, people move from place to place 
seeking freedom and fair pay for the work they find to do. When 
workers arrive in a new country, the conditions of work there are 
partly shaped by the strength and success of the local trade union 
struggle. The labour movement is for every worker, irrespective of 
where they come from, who they are, or the road they have taken. 

‘Sae, come aa ye at hame wi freedom’: Hamish Henderson is-
sued this invitation hoping that Scotland would be a place where 
everyone can find freedom, a decent income, and a comfortable 
home. But this year UK migration laws described in this edition 
are coming into force, preventing many workers from living with 
their families. The next UK government looks unwilling to devolve 
employment law along lines demanded by the STUC that would 
allow the Scottish Parliament to pass legislation that empowers 
workers and their trade unions. Henderson’s invitation is ringing 
emptier than it has for many years.

Today, freedom is not a word that always figures large in the 
language of the labour movement. It plays a bigger part in the 
liturgy of liberal capitalism than the wordcraft of working class 
organising. Those who lay claim to it in Scotland – leaving aside 
nationalists with a Braveheart bent – often tend to have intentions 
directly opposed to those of workers. In this issue, three authors 
confront one of these intentions: the introduction of Green Free-
ports in Scotland. In this formulation, ‘free’ describes the privi-
leges enjoyed by companies: freedom from taxes, duties, and po-
tentially from the provision of workers’ rights and ordinary rules 
of labour. Most analysts suggests that the jobs created will simply 
displace people from elsewhere in Scotland, or employ workers 
from abroad on conditions below the standards elsewhere in 
Scotland. Maggie Chapman spells out the damage this will do to 
workers, environment, and the communities and wider society. 
Peter Henderson draws on his experience as director of revenues 
at Prestwick freeport in the 1980s to list unanswered questions 
that should make us wary. Ryan Morrison explains why the Green 
prefix is just a signpost stuck on the ramparts of these neoliberal 
citadels. Their name fools no-one that what goes on in these ‘spe-
cial zones’ will benefit people or planet. With the introduction of 
freeports, a part of Scotland becomes prey to a rawer, more rapa-
cious capitalism, that permits corporations to take advantage of 
the increasing movement of people and the potential cheapening 
of labour in the pursuit of profit. 

The work of unions is to resist those efforts and realise the 
promise of freedom. “It’s the development of humankind: that’s 
what unions are trying to do”. These are the words of Alex Baird, 
union convenor at Wallacetown Engineering in Ayr, who tells the 
story of how workers defeated General Electric in 1982. “It was a 
long hard painful strike”, he recalls. “Eight weeks is a long time 
to have a family who are no getting what they should get. But we 
were successful, that was the main thing.” 

There have been many hard strikes this past year. But now del-
egates to the annual STUC Congress gather in a place of strength. 
As STUC General Secretary Roz Foyer reminds us, workers in Scot-
land have won many billions in wage campaigns. Now momentum 
is building around issues beyond pay. Firefighters are fighting to 
protect their own health in the line of service. School staff are or-

ganising to resist cuts to pupil support and training that are the 
cause of rising violence in schools. Standing by for all these strug-
gles trades union councils, as Mike Arnott illustrates, continue to 
play the radical role they always did, rooting the movement in an-
ti-racism and class-wide solidarity.

The union movement’s greatest gains come not from congress-
es and offices but streets and shop floors. The movement is one 
of contradictions as well as common cause between workers of 
different genders, ethnicities, skills, and ideals: Siobhan Tolland 
explores how Mary Brooksbank gave voice to issues facing women 
working in Dundee that were often overlooked by union men, and 
Henry Bell’s survey of the centenary commemorations for John 
Maclean’s death is a reminder of how communists often make the 
establishment uneasy, yet strengthen left culture through educa-
tion and action. Maclean and Brooksbank gave Scottish voice to 
the same cause against the tendencies of imperialism, capitalism, 
exploitation and war that stirred Henderson to write his defiant 
Freedom Come Aa Ye.

Today, these same tendencies are having horrific consequenc-
es. Several corporations have factories in Scotland producing 
weapons and components used in the massacre of Palestinians. 
The Leonardo factory in Edinburgh produces parts of the F-35 
fighter jets, which Israel is using to kill civilians in the Gaza Strip. 
The Electro Optical, Infra-red, and other sensor systems developed 
by Leonardo have facilitated the ethnic cleansing of Palestinians. 
Recently, Workers for a Free Palestine shut down its production, 
with the support of rank-and-file members of Unite working in the 
factory. A few weeks earlier, on the picket outside BAE systems 
in Govan that brought production to a halt, many workers voiced 
support for the protest. Beyond Scotland, dockworkers have re-
fused to unload ships carrying weapons destined for Israel, and 
tech workers have refused to create tools for the Israeli military. 

As people who survive the ethnic cleansing of Palestine are 
displaced from their homes and forced to find another place to live 
and work, they meet hostility and scorn from western powers that 
supply the arms used to kill their families. The promises of work 
and security extended to Ukrainians are denied to Palestinians. 
How can the labour movement make Scotland a home for anyone 
who seeks freedom in the world? How can it use its power to stop 
the flow of weapons that make Scotland complicit in what is hap-
pening in Palestine? Scotland can be a place filled with the music 
of Palestinian resistance, the steadfast collectivity described by 
Becky Minio-Paluello in our review section. Scotland can become 
a haven of freedom during what Maura Finkelstein calls a very 
hard time to live. With concerted solidarity from the Scottish la-
bour movement, then perhaps one day soon:

Broken faimilies in launs we’ve hairriet
Will curse ‘Scotlan the Brave’ nae mair, nae mair.

EDITORIAL: WHAT DOES FREEDOM MEAN?
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As trade union delegates gather in Dundee for the STUC’s 126th An-
nual Congress, we are not short of challenges, but neither are we 
short on ideas about how to achieve economic justice for our class. 
We remain in a cost-of-living crisis which represents the biggest 
fall in living standards since records began in 1956. We are facing 
drastic cuts to public services, caused by the UK Government but 
enabled by the Scottish Government. Our right to strike is being at-
tacked by a Tory government that is rotten to the core, and whose 
only interest seems to be deciding who its next scapegoat might be. 
Policy makers, across the board, appear unwilling to countenance 
the kind of public intervention needed to ensure a just transition to 
net zero.

It is easy to feel despondent and powerless. But there are cracks 
of light that offer hope to working-class people and the collective 
action that workers have taken in recent years is the brightest light 
of all. Across Scotland, we’ve seen more than 450 strikes, involv-
ing more than 165,000 workers, in the last 12 months. Workers in 
schools, colleges, universities, councils, on our railways and buses, 
and across the private sector, have all taken the difficult decision 
to go on strike, just to get a decent pay rise on the table, or get cuts 
to services taken off it. And while it is a scandal that already strug-
gling workers have had to take strike action to protect their pay and 
protect their jobs, the fact remains that taking strike action works.

Don’t just take my word for it. Look at our council workers win-
ning over £600m more than the initial COSLA pay offer following 
strike action in schools, early years and waste. Look at EIS-FELA 
union members winning no compulsory redundancies for lectur-
ers at the City of Glasgow College following three months of strike 
action. Look at UCU members winning a historic pensions victory 
following 69 days of strike action in a five-year battle to fully restore 
their pensions. 

Look at Unite, GMB and UNISON members at Scottish Water 
winning an improved pay offer and a reduction in the working week 
following strike action. Look at unions in South Lanarkshire win-
ning more than £20 million in back pay for 1,000 care workers who 
were underpaid by £3 per hour by South Lanarkshire Council. Look 
at ASLEF defeating the first test of the Tory’s anti-union minimum 
service levels legislation, after LNER withdrew their minimum ser-
vices levels notice in response to ASLEF announcing five extra days 
of strikes. And don’t forget the firefighters in the FBU who delivered 
a resounding vote for strike action and secured a long overdue pay 
deal.

It isn’t just in the public sector that unions have been winning. 
In recent months, Unite have won a 17.4% pay rise for thousands 
of construction workers and new recognition agreements for con-

tractors at Saint Fergus gas terminal, following strike action. GMB 
have won £125,000 owed to members who worked for the public 
sector contractor McTears. EIS and NASUWT members have won en-
hanced pay and pensions, alongside official recognition at the pri-
vate Hutchesons' Grammar School in Glasgow following four days 
of strike action.

Taking industrial action is never easy. For the workers involved 
it takes courage and sacrifice, and I want to pay tribute to every 
single worker across Scotland who has taken action to defend their 
pay, their services, and their communities. Our research shows that 
in the last two years workers in Scotland have won more than £4 
billion pounds through industrial action. More than £3 billion of 
that is money that the bosses and government ministers claimed 
wasn’t available. That money would not have been in the hands of 
working people if unionised workers had not acted collectively and 
fought back. Trade unions are Scotland’s most progressive force: 
a beacon for those struggling to redistribute wealth and close the 
gender pay gap.

The STUC has unashamedly taken those arguments for redis-
tribution into the political sphere. Be in no doubt, the Scottish Gov-
ernment would not have introduced a new tax rate for those earning 
between £75,000-125,000 in the most recent Budget, had it not been 
for the STUC. But it’s not enough. We need politicians across all par-
ties to commit to using the full powers of the Scottish Parliament to 
deliver tax reforms focused on wealth and property, which could 
raise £3.7 billion extra each year. And whilst it might be easier, or 
more beneficial at the ballot box, to call for lower taxes on the one 
hand but more investment in public services on the other, our pol-
iticians need to be honest with the people they represent. We can’t 
have Scandinavian quality public services, and American levels of 
taxes. It just doesn’t add up.

As well as progressive tax reform, with more than 100,000 
workers in Scotland on zero-hour contracts, the need for improved 
workers’ rights has never been clearer. That is why we welcome La-
bour’s New Deal for Working People and their commitment to im-
plement this within the first hundred days of a Labour government. 
A ban on zero-hour contracts; employment rights from day one; 
Fair Pay Agreements to reverse the decades-long decline in collec-
tive bargaining; and repeal of the Tories pernicious anti-strike laws: 
these measures represent the biggest expansion of workers’ rights 
in a generation and they cannot come a moment too soon. But as 
crucial as the New Deal is, I also want an incoming UK Labour gov-
ernment to devolve employment law to Scotland, in line with the 
calls from the STUC, the Scottish Labour Party and, as of last year, 
the TUC. Devolution of employment law has long been the settled 

THE STRENGTH OF OUR UNIONS

This year’s victories are testament to the success of strike campaigns 
and the deepening of effective political arguments. Roz Foyer, STUC 

General Secretary, reviews the state of the unions.
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will of Scotland’s workers. It is now the settled will of UK workers 
too, and we will continue to push this issue up the political agenda. 

Alongside policy changes to redistribute income and wealth, 
and extend workers’ rights, we need an extension of public own-
ership in social care, energy and transport. These are all sectors of 
the economy that are crucial to how we live our lives, but which see 
huge profits leak out of our hands through outsourcing, corporate 
financial engineering, and tax avoidance.

These political arguments – and the methods that can help 
bring change about – need to be at the fingertips of our people. That 
is why, in recent months, we have delivered cost-of-living political 
education courses to hundreds of members. It is why we have host-
ed events looking at how we leverage employers and how we organ-
ise against cuts. It is why we have hosted an online meeting with 
legendary American trade union organiser Jane McAlevey. It is why 
we have supported weekend training sessions for social care work-
ers, where union members from different sectors and unions work 
together on campaigns to improve their terms and conditions. This 
programme of organising, learning and political education brings 
together members, reps, organisers and officers from across Scot-
land’s trade unions. It is crucial if we are to produce a new genera-
tion of trade union activists and leaders. If we fail to plant the seeds 
of worker education, we fail to grow our movement.

In my experience, few politicians lead. Most follow. It is incum-
bent upon us as trade unionists – working together in the largest 
institutions of the organised working class – to force them to follow 
us. That requires organising at workplace and community level, 
campaigning at a national level, and renewing worker education 
within our movement. It isn’t an easy task, but little worth doing 
ever is.
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A HISTORIC CONGRESS
Trades union councils give strength and focus to the domestic and 

international struggles of Scotland’s labour movement, writes Mike 
Arnott, President of the STUC.

Historians among you will be aware that at the 1895 TUC Congress 
in Cardiff, trades councils were expelled from the TUC, in essence 
for being too radical and rubbing the affiliated unions up the wrong 
way. At the end of that year, Dundee and ten other Scottish trades 
councils met in Mathers (now the Malmaison) Hotel in Dundee to 
discuss how to respond to the expulsion. Proposed tactics differed, 
but efforts were focussed on attempting to get the decision reversed 
at the 1896 Congress in Edinburgh. This strategy was unsuccessful 
and, in 1897, as a direct result, the Scottish TUC was born.

This year, on 15th April, the 127th STUC Congress will open in 
Dundee’s Caird Hall. I’m particularly proud to be this year’s STUC 
President, not only as the first President representing Dundee TUC 
since 1899, but also as a Trades Union Council representative on 
the General Council in what has been a significant year for Trades 
Union Councils in Scotland.

As the far right saw political capital to be made from scapego-
ating asylum seekers and refugees, particularly around soft targets 
like Home Office-funded hotels, we saw an amazing campaign of 
solidarity led by Paisley TUC at the Muthu Hotel in Erskine. For 
over a year, a weekly far-right Homeland Party presence outside 
the venue was faced down every Sunday by local trade unionists, 
regularly supported by contingents from Clydebank and Glasgow 
TUCs and other groups, helping to develop support for the hotel 
residents within the Erskine community and nipping in the bud 
any potential for Homeland to build a local base of support. A sim-
ilar, thankfully less protracted response was necessary at Elgin, 
where a campaign led by Moray TUC, working with community 
allies, saw off a copycat attempt by the racist Highland Division 
group to target another proposed Home Office hotel venue. Less 
heralded, due to the merciful absence of fascist attention, has been 
sterling solidarity work undertaken by Dumfries and Galloway TUC 
to support refugees in similar circumstances near Dumfries.  

The internationalism of the wider Scottish trade union move-
ment has been on view in the last year, not least in the widespread 
support for the people of Gaza. Palestine has long been an issue for 
our movement and was the subject of a Dundee TUC Congress mo-
tion at Rothesay in 1979. With our support for Palestinian self-de-
termination, BDS, and defining the treatment by the Israeli state 
of its Palestinian citizens as apartheid, the STUC and its affiliates 
have often been at the forefront of proclaiming support for the Pal-
estinian people. As I write this, another fire appliance has just left 
Dundee on its way to Nablus, organised by the FBU with the sup-
port of the Scottish Fire & Rescue Service, mirroring a similar act of 
solidarity in 2011. Affiliated unions, local TUCs and the STUC have 
provided various forms of support to the myriad of public actions 
on our streets in recent months and in pressing our political class 
for a ceasefire and for a just and lasting settlement.  

On the domestic front, local TUCs have also been on the streets 
across Scotland, joining local civil society organisations and the 
public in lobbying local authorities on budget cuts and campaign-
ing on climate-related issues such as domestic heat pumps and 
local bus regulation. Meanwhile they have been running central 
planks of our movement’s public profile such as International 
Workers’ Memorial Day events and Mayday marches and rallies, 
often against great resource-related impediments. Local TUCs also 
support industrial actions and related campaigns by STUC affiliat-

ed unions, attending and publicising picket lines and protests, and 
helping to lobby employers and local politicians and win public 
support for the trade union side. The need for local trade union 
branches to continue to affiliate and support our TUCs is something 
I will always advocate and encourage, and I call on the leaderships 
of Scotland’s trade unions to renew their vigour in ensuring that 
their local branches put this into practice.

Of course, on the trade union front, this year has been charac-
terised by workers’ and trade unions’ continuing fight to combat 
the effect of widespread price increases, often through successful 
pay campaigns. Despite it not being all good news, astonishing 
victories have been achieved, often in the private sector. And al-
though devolved public services in Scotland have seen the Scottish 
Government step up to the plate on a number of occasions to help 
settle public sector pay claims in a way Westminster so obvious-
ly hasn’t, other responses from Holyrood have disappointed. Fair 
Work, from their side, is still far too much of a statement of intent, 
with too many statements and too little discernible intent. If Scot-
land’s trade unions are still having to look to the International La-
bour Organisation for practical definitions of worker participation, 
how is this important pillar of Fair Work really delivering progress? 
The Scottish Government also seems, if we’re being generous, to 
be blissfully unaware of the meaning of the term 'collective bar-
gaining.' It apparently lacks comprehension of how, or even why, 
it should be encouraged in care, for example, and in other sectoral 
areas. The progress made by PCS in advancing a Holyrood-fo-
cussed shorter working week does, however, show that advances 
are possible.

This isn’t a comprehensive overview of the forthcoming STUC 
Congress. It is a pretty partial commentary through Trades Council 
tinted spectacles. And so in the same partial vein, with this being 
the last Congress before the UK general election, I will conclude 
with the wise words of one of Dundee TUC’s motions on the agen-
da: ‘Congress … believes that the decisions of our Congress provide 
the best election manifesto for the Scottish people’. Trades union 
councils, creators of the STUC, continue to be its keenest champi-
ons at its 127th Congress.

Dundee TUC is a co-organiser of Speak Oot, Dundee’s first festival
of trade unionism, runs from April 13th to 28th.
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EMPLOYMENT POWERS FOR A PURPOSE
There is now broad support in Scotland for devolving employment 
law. Dave Watson is author of a new Reid Foundation report on the 

practicalities of giving the Scottish Parliament those powers.

The principle of devolving employment law to Scotland has cross-par-
ty support in Scotland, along with the support of the STUC, TUC and 
a wide range of civil society organisations. Gordon Brown’s recent 
Commission on the UK’s Future report proposed making employment 
law a shared responsibility, which is weaker than Scottish and UK 
Labour’s recent manifesto pledges. However, Angela Rayner appears 
less enthusiastic, saying Holyrood ‘won't need’ the powers ‘because I 
want employment law across the whole of the United Kingdom to be 
uplifted and better’.

I’m afraid this is not the first time a UK Labour spokesperson 
has somewhat missed the point of devolution. Labour’s New Deal for 
Working People would be a significant improvement, and few doubt 
Angela’s commitment to the policy. However, devolved powers exist 
to reflect Scotland's specific needs and enable joined-up policies on 
economic development, inequality, and active labour market inter-
vention. That is why devolving employment law has broad-based po-
litical and public support in Scotland.

The challenge for those supporting devolving employment law 
has been to articulate what this means in practice. The Jimmy Reid 
Foundation has recently addressed this challenge with a paper, De-
volving Employment Legislation, which sets out detailed policy for 
the devolution of employment-related law to Scotland.

We start with an examination of employment standards, which 
often underpin the case for devolution. Devolution initiatives like 
Fair Work have mitigated some of the problems facing workers in 
Scotland. However, as we set out in our assessment of Fair Work in 
Scotland last year, more could be done using these powers.

In the chapter on the employment law framework in Scotland, 
we identify the differences between Scotland and the rest of the UK 
and the existing powers that impact employment. We cover all the ar-
eas of law that might have employment law implications and look at 
how these could be devolved. Some areas of law, like transport, com-
pany law and social security, have more minor elements of employ-
ment impact, and those areas need to be considered in the broader 
devolution debate. We recommend the following for devolution:

•	 Employment rights, primarily those set out in the Em-
ployment Rights Act 1996. The related court structures are 
already being devolved..

•	 Trade unions and industrial action are primarily set out in 
the Trade Union and Labour Relations (Consolidation) Act 
1992. This includes employer associations registered under 
that legislation. This devolution may require a separate 
Certification Officer for Scotland.

•	 Wages as set out in employment rights and the contract 
of employment. This should include the National Living 
Wage (NLW) and the National Minimum Wage (NMW).

•	 Equal opportunities and discrimination law as it applies 
to employment. This would also extend the role of the 
Scottish Human Rights Commission.

•	 Health and safety legislation and enforcement through 
creating a Scottish Health and Safety Executive.

•	 The partial devolution of immigration policy with a Scot-
tish visa to enter the UK would let migrants live and work 
in Scotland with a Scottish tax code.

•	 The regulation of health professions.
There will be those who argue we should go further. For exam-

ple, while a case can be made for the devolution of occupational pen-
sions, it is difficult to identify many benefits of establishing a sepa-
rate pensions regulator, ombudsman and protection fund, with the 
associated costs. Pensions are one of the few policy areas where scale 
brings benefits, and there is a legitimate case for further consolida-
tion in pension funds.

The paper does not focus on setting out another wishlist of how 
employment rights could be improved through the devolution of em-
ployment law. However, there is no point in devolving any powers if 
they are not used for progressive purposes – powers for a purpose. 
We therefore examine proposals from the Scottish Government, the 
Institute of Employment Rights, and the Labour Party to strengthen 
employment rights. We propose that the IER Manifesto for Labour 
Law provides the basis for enhancing workers' rights. The underly-
ing principle is that workers can only ensure dignity and respect in 
the workplace through collective action to determine their terms and 
conditions.

The strength of devolution is that a smaller administration can 
try new approaches that would be complex and slow to deliver across 
the UK. It could introduce a new constructive model of industrial re-
lations and modern employment rights to replace the failed model fa-
cilitated by poor legislation from Westminster. In particular, we point 
to the Scandinavian model that fits a country like Scotland in scale 
and culture. These economies have managed to be socially inclusive 
and egalitarian, flexible, innovative and internationally competitive. 
We offer this paper as a practical guide to delivering a new model 
through devolution. And a gentle reminder to UK comrades that 
devolution means the nations and regions of the UK may not always 
want a one-size-fits-all all UK model – however good you think it is!
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THE TORY WAR ON WORKERS’ FAMILIES

International workers are the latest target in the Tory war on the 
family. Catriona MacDonald explains why new laws will hurt many 

migrant workers and help nobody at all.

Conservatives have long considered themselves the defenders of 
the traditional family unit. The modern Conservative Party has 
turned out to be quite the opposite. Not satisfied with the two-child 
cap, the spiralling cost of childcare and deep cuts to social secu-
rity, the Tories’ war on the family shows no signs of stopping in 
their final few months in office, and international workers are their 
latest target. Significant changes to UK immigration law aimed at 
reducing net migration at all costs look set to lock in the legacy of 
the hostile environment and cause real social and economic dam-
age to Scotland.

From spring 2024, new restrictions will impact international 
workers in key industries like hospitality, as well as care workers 
and their families. It is not only international citizens who will be 
hit by new changes. Increases to the minimum salary threshold for 
partner visas will also affect the families of British citizens and oth-
er people settled in Scotland.

The headline change is a huge increase in the minimum salary 
threshold for the Skilled Worker visa from £26,200 to £38,700 from 
4 April 2024. To take one example, a chef must now be paid £38,700 
to be eligible for a Skilled Worker visa. The average salary for chefs 
in the UK is £26,000. This means as many as 95% of chef positions 
and other key hospitality roles are effectively no longer open to 
international workers. The biggest impact of this salary threshold 
increase will be felt in the hospitality industry, according to anal-
ysis by the Migration Observatory. Hospitality contributed £5bn to 
the Scottish economy in 2022, but businesses are struggling to cope 
when vacancies have increased by 72% since the UK left the EU. 
Industry body UKHospitality has warned that these changes to the 
Skilled Worker visa will only make this problem worse.

The UK Government claims that this new salary threshold will 
prevent wages being undercut by cheaper overseas labour. Trade 
unions are familiar with these attempts to divide workers instead 
of addressing the real issues in the labour market. International 
comparisons show a fair balance can be reached. In Norway, for 
example, to obtain a residence permit for work purposes, an inter-
national worker’s pay and working conditions must not be poorer 
than they would be for an equivalent Norwegian worker.

In any case, the new salary threshold will have a limited im-
pact on immigration numbers. More than half of all Skilled Work-
er visas were in the Health and Care category last year, and these 
workers are exempt from the salary threshold. Reducing the num-
ber of international care workers is a priority for the UK Govern-
ment. Since it cannot target their wages, it has instead turned to 
their families. In 2023, there were 120,000 partners and children 
granted visas as dependents of Skilled Workers in the Care Worker 
and Senior Care Worker categories. This works out at as just over 
one family member per care worker, which the UK Government 
called 'disproportionate'. As of 11 March 2024, these two visa cate-
gories are banned from bringing their partners and children with 
them to the UK. This means care workers – lauded a few short years 

ago as essential frontline workers in the pandemic – now face an 
impossible choice between splitting up their families and missing 
out on work opportunities. It is likely that many will choose to take 
their highly sought skills elsewhere. Since the UK Government in-
troduced a similar ban on dependents for most international stu-
dents, their numbers have dropped by more than a third.

Meanwhile, Scotland’s care sector is facing a recruitment cri-
sis. Nearly half of social care service providers have unfilled va-
cancies. Unison and GMB have strongly criticised the UK Govern-
ment’s new restrictions on international care workers. Crossing 
120,000 people off the annual migration figures may appeal to a UK 
Government obsessed with immigration, but it comes at the cost of 
essential public services. The result is that people in need of care 
are forced to turn to mainly female family members to fill in the 
gaps left by overstretched social care providers.

British citizens with international families might expect to be 
treated more fairly. But the UK Government’s plan is that British 
citizens and those settled in Scotland whose non-British partners 
require visas will have to be earning a minimum of £38,700 – a huge 
increase on the current minimum income threshold of £18,600 and 
well over Scotland’s median salary of just over £30,000. Much like 
the two-child cap on social security, this is effectively a restriction 
on the rights of low-paid workers to start families. After public out-
rage, the UK Government has staggered implementation to £29,000 
from 11 April 2024, followed by two further increases to reach the 
final threshold of £38,700 in early 2025. It is unlikely that the Tories 
will be in power to see this policy through, but Labour have not 
committed to reversing it, despite previous plans to scrap the min-
imum income requirement for partner visas entirely.

Reversing the hostile environment must be a key priority for 
the next UK Government to protect workers and prevent further 
social and economic harm. Immigration remains reserved to West-
minster, despite efforts by the Scottish Government to negotiate a 
tailored immigration policy for Scotland and to reframe the issue 
with proposals for a better immigration system for an independent 
Scotland. When the Westminster parties swap seats in the coming 
months, the new UK Government must change direction and de-
liver a fair deal for all workers who have chosen to make Scotland 
their home.
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FIREFIGHTER MORTALITY IS FAR TOO HIGH
Firefighting is dangerous enough without the growing risk of life-
threatening diseases. Colin Brown spells out how the government 
should radically reduce the scandalous rates of illness and death.

For many of us, there are no more terrifying threats than fires, and 
no greater heroes than firefighters. We can all recall memories, 
stories, or histories of the many ways that we and our communi-
ties owe so very much to those who keep us safe from the horrors 
of uncontrolled flames, of entrapment, suffocation and smoke.   

And in a world of climate change, of drought and wildfire, 
of corporate corner-cutting and official indifference, we need 
firefighters more than ever before. The burning tower of Grenfell 
stands as a terrible testament to the priorities of the powerful. 
We still grieve for those who lost their lives there and we must 
regularly renew our solidarity with the hundreds injured and be-
reaved. We know too of another appalling price that was paid for 
that greed and contempt, with the news that many firefighters who 
battled that blaze have now been diagnosed with terminal cancer.  

Grenfell represents a particular horror, but those impacts 
upon the health of firefighters are neither unique nor unusual. In 
Scotland, Anne, a firefighter’s widow, tells a typical story of the 
experience of firefighters and their families. Herself a nurse, she 
said: 

“My husband George was due to retire from the fire service in 
June 2017 and we had planned our retirement; intending to travel 
and enjoy a new freedom. In July 2017 we were to be enjoying an 
extended holiday on a sunny beach, instead we were sitting in the 
waiting area of our local cancer hospital after he was diagnosed 
with stage 4 kidney cancer, 6 weeks before he retired.  

“George sadly died in 2020 from cancer and as many firefight-
ers will tell you, they all know a colleague with a cancer diagnosis 
or one who has sadly died of cancer and often at a young age with 
a young family.” 

Last year, Professor Anna Stec published a groundbreaking 
study into the health of Scottish firefighters entitled Scottish Fire-
fighters Occupational Cancer and Disease Mortality Rates: 2000-
2020. It reveals the extent, depth and scope of a scandal which 
had never been addressed in the UK by research, law or practice. 
The study indicates that Scottish firefighters have higher mortal-
ity rates from cancer at younger ages than their counterparts in 
the general population. Rare cancers are often only diagnosed in 
firefighters when they have already reached a terminal stage, and 
mortality rates for prostate cancer, leukaemia, and cancer of the 
oesophagus, are several times greater for firefighters that for the 
general population. Other diseases, too, are far more likely to kill 
firefighters than the rest of us, with mortality rates from strokes 
more than doubled and from heart attacks multiplied by five.  

These findings are supported by a four-part study of firefight-
ers’ health risks across the UK, and by an assessment by the Inter-
national Agency for Research on Cancer, part of the World Health 
Organisation, which concluded that firefighting as an occupation 
is carcinogenic. Both studies were published in 2022 and align 
with evidence from many other countries. 

Firefighters in the UK have waited far too long for protections 
which are standard practice elsewhere. Many, as we know, have 
died waiting. We in Scotland have the opportunity to change this, 
to bring justice, care, humanity and respect to the firefighters to 
whom we owe so very much.

The Fire Brigades Union (FBU) has been instrumental in rais-
ing awareness of this issue, with politicians, colleagues and the 

wider trade union movement. The FBU’s DECON campaign calls 
for four vital commitments from the Scottish Government.

The first, very simply, is for regular annual health screening 
for firefighters, both during their period of service and afterwards 
into retirement. We know the importance of preventative health, 
and the crucial difference made by early diagnosis. Our firefighters 
should have the best possible chance of avoiding the worst. 

The second commitment is that occupational information be 
included in health reports and similar records, including on death 
certificates. Data and accurate information are vital for informing 
policy and practice. Where patients are or have been firefighters, 
that fact matters. It needs to be known and recorded.   

The third reform that firefighters need is for a just and fair 
compensation scheme. Many jurisdictions, including Australia, 
Canada, Poland and nearly all US states, have presumptive leg-
islation that recognises firefighters’ their enhanced risk and the 
realities of long-term and repeated exposure. We can learn from 
best practice across the world to develop a Scottish model, filling 
that shameful gap in our justice and protection.  

And finally, our fire and rescue service needs a budget to sup-
port the practical work that needs to be done on the ground in 
fire stations across Scotland. We need to ensure, as a matter of 
urgency, that stations have the resources, facilities, training and 
systems to minimise contamination and maximise health. It is a 
substantial task, but an achievable one, and the FBU is ready and 
willing to work with the Scottish Fire and Rescue Service and the 
Scottish Government to make it happen across the country.

Three years ago, in Dundee, a huge fire broke out at an indus-
trial estate, in a unit, the roof of which contained asbestos cement. 
It is too early to know whether those burning fibres in the air have 
affected the health of the brave local firefighters who put out the 
blaze. Wildfires are becoming an annual occurrence and are likely 
to become more frequent and severe as the climate changes. These 
present additional challenges to our firefighters because of access, 
geography, and the part-time nature of many rural fire stations.

We know that firefighters across Scotland, day in and day 
out, bear the risks of significant and life-threatening disease. For 
far too long those risks to firefighters in the UK have been higher, 
much higher, than they need to be. 

Our firefighters put their lives on the line every day for us, for 
the safety of our homes and the wellbeing of our pets and commu-
nities. They are the ones we trust to come into our homes. They 
are the public servants that command the highest levels of public 
support.  

All of us on the left must come together and support the FBU 
in their vital campaign to continue saving our lives and their own.

More information is available at 
fbu.org.uk/campaigns/decon-fire-contaminants 
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In 2023 UNISON Scotland members in schools and nurseries took 
strike action to secure an improved pay offer. The action affected 
24 out of 32 local authorities from the very north of Scotland to the 
border. Three days of strikes in the first wave followed by further 
selective action in a smaller number of councils brought COSLA 
back to the table with an acceptable offer.

But the days of action were much about more than just pay. 
Underneath the key strike demand there was a story. A story of a 
workforce under severe pressure, largely ignored by its education 
leaders, undervalued, and increasingly unsafe. The poor pay offer 
was simply the final straw.

Long before the world had heard of Covid, UNISON mem-
bers working in schools had been telling anyone who would lis-
ten about the pressures they were under. Year on year cuts had 
seen staff leave without replacement, increased use of temporary 
contracts, and more and more work. An increasing number of 
children needed support. Staff sorely felt the rise in injuries and 
assaults while carrying out their duties. But no one was listening.

So when the union balloted to strike in 2023 over another be-
low-inflation offer, members were angry and frustrated, and they 
wanted to be heard. As local branches geared up for action, hand-
made banners and placards displayed their demand for fair pay, 
but also for safe schools and respect. Across picket lines, mem-
bers talked to each other about what they were feeling. Very soon 
their demands for better pay also became loud demands for better 
workplaces, safer school communities, and recognition for their 
roles.

After the pay dispute was settled, members’ feelings of anger 
and the momentum from the strikes hadn’t gone away. UNISON 
rolled out surveys branch by branch. The responses highlighted a 
worrying trend in under-reporting and lack of employer action in 
relation to violence in schools. Members also spoke of their frus-
trations at trying to meet the needs of children in school and the 
challenges faced by increased numbers of children with ASN.

These responses reflected the union’s 2023 health and safety 
survey, which highlighted a marked increase in violent incidents 
across all Scottish schools. The picture was clear: violence in 
schools had reached a crisis point, and our members were at the 
sharp end.

The Scottish Government Behaviour in Scottish Schools Re-
search (BISSR) 2023 report supported what UNISON members 
were saying and acknowledged the challenges. It acknowledged 
the work that must be done but frustratingly for our members the 
government did not move fast enough. Now, almost weekly, there 
are media reports of school incidents, parents concerned about 
their children’s experiences in schools, and increased absence 
levels. And incidents of violence remain at their highest levels.

These incidents often arise when pupils’ needs cannot be 
met with the resources that are provided. Additional support is 
stretched to its limit, and staff have not got the resources or the 
training to support pupils whose behaviour may risk their own and 
others’ safety. Sylvia Haughey, UNISON Educations issues Group 
and Glasgow UNISON Education Convenor, explained some of the 
solutions to the Parliament’s Education, Children and Young Peo-
ple Committee during their inquiries into Additional Support for 
Learning:

“We have to understand the neurodiverse brain, and we are 
not doing it within schools. But it’s the support staff that have to 
try and work themselves around this minefield. There is variety 
and diversity within schools, but the support staff have not been 
appropriately trained.

“They might say, ‘let’s do behaviour communication on an 
in-service day’, or ‘let’s do de-escalation training’. But if we can 
get our members out of cleaning cupboards on in-service and into 
that training, that would be advantageous. Doing it once a year, or 
once every five years – it’s not good enough.”

UNISON continues to demand resources and training so that 
our members can keep themselves, their colleagues, and the pu-
pils safe. We continue to campaign for safe schools, and we en-
courage our members to report every incident. Too many incidents 
go under reported, often because when they are reported nothing 
gets done. UNISON held its first schools summit on violence in 
January 2024. We heard from staff employed in schools and nurs-
eries who say that the current system is no longer fit for purpose. 
Many school buildings are no longer suitable for the needs of the 
children. The employers need to do more and better to support 
their staff. Then we can start to tell a different, better story about 
education in Scotland.

SAFETY IN SCHOOLS: A GROWING STRUGGLE
School staff unions are grappling with growing rates of violence 

incidents. Resourcing pupil support and reversing budget cuts are 
the solution, writes Mandy MacDowall.
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FIRST STRIKE IN PRIVATE SCHOOLS
Charles George reflects on the recent strike in Hutchesons’ 

Grammar, and the seismic shifts that are leading private school 
staff to organise and strike.

I am writing this while sitting in one of Scotland’s independent 
schools and knowing well what state my school and sector find 
themselves in. There are 51 mainstream independent schools in 
Scotland, attended by approximately 29,000 pupils. The sector em-
ploys over 3,500 teachers, about 6.5% of all teachers in Scotland 
(SCIS, 2022). 

In terms of facts and figures, the sector is not huge, but it has 
serviced a steady demand over hundreds of years. In recent years 
the sector has seen significant change. Most of the changes have 
happened without the public noticing, but their impact has been far 
reaching and sometimes devastating. 

So, what is the state of play? What have these changes been? 
How have people in the sector been affected? Over the last 10 years 
pupil numbers have dropped by approximately 3.5%. Not a lot, I 
hear you read. However, when average fees in Scotland amount to 
£15,000 a year, this reduction equates to over £15.75 million, and 
that is a very conservative estimate. Improvements in the standard 
of state education in more affluent council areas has been resulting 
in a reduction in demand for the private/independent sector. Then 
there are other elephants in the room. The loss of charitable status 
from 2019/20 resulted in 20% business relief being withdrawn. The 
loss of relief alongside other pressures was too much for Craigholme 
School for Girls in Pollokshields, which closed its doors in 2020. It 
was the canary in the mine: these are turbulent times for the sector. 

Amidst this turbulence, something important happened: a 
Scottish independent school went on strike for the first time in his-
tory. In January 2023 Hutchesons’ Grammar School in Glasgow’s 
southside announced a consultation regarding the removal of ben-
efits, such as the withdrawal of staff from the Scottish Teachers 
Pension Scheme and the introduction of the potential for redun-
dancy for not agreeing to contractual changes. When they heard 
of it, Hutchesons’ staff were rightly outraged and soon the rest of 
the teaching community were too. Staff at the school were of course 
union members, but had never before believed they had a real need 
for recognition, bargaining powers, or indeed the most extreme of 
options - a strike. Teachers felt they were being treated as commod-
ities and not people.  Teachers were stating that they were signing 
new contracts under duress, and that employers themselves were 
pressuring staff and threatening them with dismissal - fire and re-
hire by any other name. Staff were outraged, betrayed and scared 
about their position at the school. The overarching feeling was that 
staff were not going to stand for this injustice. They came together 
in their trade unions, the EIS, SSTA and NASUWT, and collectively 
decided to strike.  

This had never happened before in Scotland, and staff did not 
take the decision lightly. Staff were unrecognised and unsupported 
by their own managers, but they did what they needed to, to ensure 
that they were seen and heard. Colleagues normally fashion plac-
ards together for school shows: in this instance it was to show their 
plight to the school and throw it into the public light. The strike 
made the headlines, and reports highlighted  some of the school’s 
very high profile ex-pupils, including Scottish First Minister Humza 
Yousaf and Scottish Labour Leader Anas Sarwar. The walk-out in 
May and June 2023 sent ripples through the independent sector. 

So what now? Well, the solidarity, hard work, stress and effort 
of colleagues at Hutchesons’ paid off eventually, and in October 

2023 an agreement was reached, settling the dispute. The school 
also agreed to be the first independent school to officially recognise 
the teachers’ trade unions for collective bargaining purposes, and 
on the 30th of January 2024 the recognition agreement was officially 
signed. It was a real breakthrough for all involved, and a turning 
point in the minds of teachers in the independent sector. 

Union recognition is an unprecedented step in the sector, 
which for the longest time has relied on improved pay and better 
holidays to retain staff and keep them content. It serves as a signal 
of  the changes in the whole sector that have had huge consequenc-
es as demands have increased while benefits have diminished. The 
independent and state sector are both suffering from staff cuts, and 
in the independent sector they are coupled with compulsory redun-
dancies and reduced promotional opportunities that are making 
the sector the most turbulent it has been for at least  50 years. 

So as pressures mount throughout the sector, staff in other 
schools are looking to collectively bargain and seek union recog-
nition before the same misfortune befalls them as befell the staff at 
Hutchensons’. There are currently at least two other independent 
sector schools in the process of seeking union recognition. 

Through all the ups and downs, the fundamental truth is that 
teachers are hard working professionals who deserve to be treated 
with respect. To take away our agency and our empowerment will 
only embolden us all to action. We have learnt a hugely valuable 
lesson from our Hutchesons’ colleagues that will equip us in the 
future, when schools use the ever-increasing costs to justify put-
ting staff on the chopping block. Redundancies should only ever 
be made as a last resort, because without us, you aren’t opening 
the doors. 

We need management in independent sector schools to ac-
knowledge the importance of communication with staff. Good will 
and supposed benefits are not enough to keep us in line. We need 
compassion and sense, in a time where it is far easier to see a pay-
roll number as a lottery ticket that can be thrown in the bin without 
a great deal of thought. 

The independent sector seems unlikely to survive without a 
concentrated effort to seek the best results for staff. We as staff need 
to ensure that employers grant us our rights to recognition, not so 
that we can  create combative workplaces, but to enable us to look 
after the collective good of all staff.
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Scotland’s industrial decline over the last 60 years is well documented 
in academia, the media and our culture. As a founding nation of the 
industrial revolution the transformation in our manufacturing and 
industrial economies paints a stark picture: job losses, weakening 
trade unions, privatisation of the means of production and common 
good assets and benefits, and an increasingly precarious future.

Sixty years ago, there were around 750,000 jobs in 
manufacturing. Recent figures show this has dropped to only 
178,000. Our energy industry has seen rapid transformation, from 
the closure of coal mines to the job losses in oil and gas. We have 
witnessed increasingly uneven development in terms of geography, 
where and for whom wealth has accumulated, and who shoulders 
the burden of not only the industrial decline, but the impacts of the 
fossil economy that Scotland helped found.

It is perhaps no surprise, then, that freeports have been presented 
as some kind of panacea: to address the problem of economic 
regeneration outside the south east of England, to catalyse economic 
growth, and to pump up a once great industrial and manufacturing 
country. And this is why the UK and Scottish Governments are 
developing two freeports in Scotland: the Forth Green Freeport, and 
the Inverness and Cromarty Firth Green Freeport.

These freeports, according the UK Government, will have 
different customs, tax and regulation regimes to the rest of 
the country, and will be “innovative hubs” that “boost global 
trade, attract inward investment and increase productivity”. The 
Scottish Government has indicated that they should also focus on 
“sustainable, inclusive growth, fair work and a just transition to net 
zero”, hence the inclusion of the word “green” in their names.

So, what are the two Scottish freeports supposed to deliver?
In the Central Belt, the Forth Green Freeport, led by Forth Ports 

with partners including Babcock, Edinburgh Airport, Ineos and 
public sector agencies, aims to support the just transition, attract 
inward investment, build export capacity and create high quality 
jobs. Some of the promises sound very good indeed: £6 billion in 
private and public investment and a contribution of £4 billion in 
gross value add; 50,000 high quality jobs; supporting the transition 
to net-zero by being a “catalyst for new green technologies, 
alternative fuels and renewable energy manufacturing; skills 
development programmes for young people; new freight, rail and 
alternative fuel terminals; SME/start up incubators; innovation hub 
bringing together academia and business.

The Inverness and Cromarty Firth Greenport (Opportunity 
Cromarty Firth) extends from Inverness through the Black Isle 
into Easter Ross and beyond. It is a partnership including the Port 
of Cromarty Firth and Global Energy Group. Its focus is on the 
opportunities from offshore renewables and green hydrogen, with 
an aim to maximise the business opportunities and employment for 
the region. This bid prior to approval promised up to 25,000 green 
jobs, the addition of £6 billion to the regional economy, £2.6 billion 
inward investment, with the creation of a new innovation cluster to 

drive the green energy economy.
On the face of it, this all sounds great: jobs, investment, 

manufacturing and innovation hubs, all contributing to our 
ambitions around a just transition to a fossil-free energy economy, 
and sustainable regional economies. 

However, there are several sets of reasons why I do not believe 
that these “green” freeports are the solution to our industrial decline.

First, freeports have a terrible record of delivering on their 
promises of jobs and economic transformation. They might see job 
numbers rise within their boundaries, but this is usually because 
they have sucked jobs and businesses out of other areas that do not 
have freeport status and the associated tax exemptions. And it will 
not just be jobs that are displaced from elsewhere. If businesses are 
motivated primarily by the desire for profit, it is only logical to invest 
where costs are lower. So, freeports result in a decline in investment 
elsewhere – in communities, in industries and technologies not 
covered by the low operating costs of freeports. Stifling investment 
in this way will only exacerbate uneven development. In addition 
to this, modern manufacturing, especially in the focus industries 
of energy and technology, tends to rely not on low tariffs and tax 
breaks, but instead on high quality skills and investment. In 2020, a 
University of Sussex study of all possible manufacturing found that 
the only industry that would benefit from freeports was dog food! 
It is clear to me that freeports – 'green' or otherwise – are not the 
solution to our industrial decline.

The second reason why freeports are a problem is that when 
they fail to deliver development and economic growth through 
tariff avoidance, they start to rely on the reduction of workers’ 
rights, of environmental protections and of the rule of law. At 
best they encourage the sort of sweatshops like those that did so 
much to spread COVID-19 in London and Leicester, where women 
were stitching clothes at well below minimum wage. The Scottish 
Government’s desire that our greenwashed freeports should “aim 
for the very highest standards in fair work practices” is just not 
good enough. We should be demanding and requiring companies to 
meet these high standards – our workers and trade unions deserve 
nothing less.

Another reason against freeports in Scotland emerges from 
the first two. According to former HMRC director general (and 
SNP councillor) Peter Henderson, who has firsthand professional 
experience of dealing with freeports, Scotland lacks the legal powers 
over freeports to enforce the conditions and safeguards it wants. If 
the Scottish Government does not have the right controls, it cannot 
protect health and safety or environmental standards. It might well 
have to pick up the pieces in the event of an accident on site, or when 
goods go missing across the large areas covered by the freeport zones. 
Scotland does not have the powers to protect trademark or copyright 
laws, or ensure the safety of products. Or enforce formal trade union 
recognition. So freeports essentially transfer an enormous burden of 
risk to the taxpayer and to workers, and this is magnified in Scotland 

AGAINST FREEPORTS

Freeports are not the solution to Scotland’s 
industrial decline. Maggie Chapman considers 

the challenges they present for the left.
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because of our devolution settlement. Experience elsewhere tells us 
that freeports can become lawless wild west areas where drugs and 
other illegal goods are warehoused, notorious for money laundering, 
smuggling, people trafficking and the dumping of surplus goods. 
Scotland would be powerless to prevent any of this.

The final set of reasons why freeports do not provide the solution 
to uneven development, industrial decline or failing regional 
economies has to do with the wider context within which these 
zones sit. And this external issue is seldom, if ever, discussed when 
considering such developments. Even if the problems with freeports 
outlined above do not materialise (and that is a very big “if”) and 
they do deliver on the job creation promises, our wider social and 
economic fabric has been so badly degraded and eroded over the 
last half century so as to be incapable of supporting the population 
growth. Where are the homes to accommodate the 25,000 additional 
workers – and their families – in the north of Scotland? Where are 
the schools required for the children of these workers? How will the 
various strands of our health and social care system – from GPs and 
dentists to hospitals and care homes – cope with increased demand? 
Where are the public transport links to support this demographic 
shift? We already know that, especially in rural areas, we face a 
housing crisis. There are already many unfilled posts in the NHS 
beyond the central belt. Our public infrastructure just does not exist 
at the scale required, and our planning system has a very poor record 
of extracting public or community benefit from private investment 
and development.

All of these reasons, I think, provide clear justification to not 
support the greenwashed, state-sponsored tax avoidance schemes 
that freeports are. They are a failed idea from the last century – the 

chlorinated chicken of industrial policy. They will result in the loss 
of public resources and wealth to the private sector. They are no 
match for a proper industrial strategy, that places community and 
worker voices at the heart of economic regeneration.

So, what is to be done?
Over the last 60 years of de-industrialisation and the loss of 

manufacturing jobs, the expansion of neoliberalism has not actually 
led to a better world: we face the biggest challenge we’ve ever 
encountered in the climate crisis, and for the first time in centuries, 
younger generations will be worse off than their parents. Freeports 
represent a continuation of this failing and broken system.

So freeports present a significant challenge to the Left in 
Scotland. But wherever there is challenge there is also opportunity. 
We have a proud history of trade union solidarity in Scotland. We 
have phenomenal resources with which to build our future, from the 
industrial history and skills associated with deep-water engineering 
and fabrication to our universities and colleges; from the vast 
potential in our natural resources to the equally expansive potential 
in our creative and skilled population. Scotland can still lead the 
kind of economic transformation outlined by the Green New Deal 
and other similar proposals for a liveable future.

But we need to shore up our communities and workers. We need 
to resist the culture wars and other attempts from the right to divide 
us and destroy our solidarity. We need to use the power we have as 
workers, trade unionists, activists, to democratise our economy. We 
need to seek common cause across cultural and sectoral divides. 
Only then will we be able to resist the worst impacts of freeports on 
our rights, our communities and our economy.

Freeports (or Green Freeports in Scotland) are not a new concept. 
Last introduced in the UK by the Thatcher Government, they 
achieved little as they were subject to EU rules and regulations 
which were rigidly enforced. A freeport is technically an area out-
with the country, where normal rules do not apply. A company can 
import goods, manufacture items, and export goods without liabili-
ty for tax and duties, and states provide incentives for companies to 
invest in these areas. The EU has recently placed further restrictions 
and rules on freeports, and are closing them where they can, but 
they do exist elsewhere in the world, such as in Dubai and in some 
small states in the Caribbean, where they are part of a chequered 
history of criminal activity and organised tax avoidance.

When previously operating in the UK, freeports were mainly 
controlled by HM Customs and Excise. The last operating freeport 
in the UK was at Prestwick Airport. The HMCE control team drew in 
several million pounds weekly in revenues, as companies imported 
and exported goods like computer parts. Under EU rules, if goods 
were diverted to ‘home use’, i.e. not exported outwith the EU but in-
stead sold in the UK or EU, then all items were liable for duties and 
taxation. Computers in those days attracted high tariffs and duties, 
so revenue control work was important for benefitting the govern-
ment and ensuring that goods did not undermine legitimate trade 
in the UK and EU. The Freeport Area at Prestwick was secure and 

controlled on one site, not spread over a wide area across different 
sites. This was to prevent goods going ‘missing’ or being diverted 
to the local area and markets, and undermining employment and 
local business.

The Conservative government stated that the reason that free-
ports were closed in the UK was “due to EU restrictions”. The con-
cept was resurrected by the Conservative Government as a ‘Brexit 
Benefit’, along with Special Economic areas. This resurrection was 
surrounded by much ill-informed political spin in the press and 
media. It was sold as a way for certain economic areas to obtain 
investment and employment. Alongside the incentives described 
above, the UK government has also stated that companies in the 
area will be exempt from paying National Insurance for at least five 
years. This exemption raises concerns regarding workers’ state pen-
sion benefits and health and security benefits. If no contributions 
are paid by the companies, what happens to the individual rights 
of workers? 

Concerns around NI are one issue among many. When the con-
cept of freeports was extended to include Scotland by the UK Gov-
ernment, the SNP Trade Union Group raised concerns with Scottish 
Government Ministers, which resulted in a motion being taken to 
SNP annual conference that established the official SNP position on 
freeports. This was three years ago and talks and representations 

WHAT WILL FREEPORTS MEAN FOR WORKERS?
Drawing on years of experience working at Prestwick freeport,

Peter Henderson sees dangerous signs in the latest blueprints and
sets out nine questions which demand urgent answers.
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involving the STUC and individual unions have followed.
The comprehensive SNP motion agreed a firm set of points, 

and underlined the importance of trade union recognition and 
bargaining rights. The agreed motion raised other questions: 

1.	 Will the companies operating in freeports actually be 
based in the UK/Scotland? Will they have UK directors and 
secretaries and be registered at Companies House? Must 
they have actual shareholders or can they just be ‘on-pa-
per’ companies? 
The answer to date is that companies will follow the cur-
rent model, i.e. be registered in the UK. This is of concern 
as a company based in a foreign entity can be registered 
in many ways, including simply as a brass plate in a third 
world regime or offshore tax haven. 

2.	 Will they fall under UK Law provisions, or be able to exploit 
loopholes in a freeport? 
P&O Ferries is a company based in Dubai that has no UK 
legal liability, and was recently exposed for seeking to 
exploit workers’ rights and terms and conditions. Besides 
exploiting the lack of liability, without proper controls in 
place the actual registration of the company can be open 
to abuse and used for criminal purposes such as money 
laundering. While the government states that companies 
will be registered in the UK, the Financial Commission 
and other government authorities often have no idea of 
the legitimacy of directors that are listed. They are often 
fictitious, listing individuals’ names and addresses with-
out their knowledge. 

3.	 Will the living wage be guaranteed to workers? 
Although the Scottish Government is discussing this 
question with the UK government, no guarantees have 
been given to date. Without a guarantee, those demand-
ing rights for workers will not be reassured. 

4.	 Will companies be required to recognise trade unions? 
The answer to date is no. Rather, there will be a require-
ment for something called “meaningful worker engage-
ment” or, in Scotland, “Fair Work arrangements”. There 
has been limited consultation with the STUC and unions 
regarding this issue. Without trade union recognition 
enshrined as a right, workers are starting from a very 
weak position. Without recognition guarantees, how can 
workers’ terms and conditions, and health and safety, be 
ensured or negotiated? 

5.	 Will UK health and safety and environmental rules and 
laws be recognised and applied in freeports? 
As these are reserved issues, the UK government will 
determine and can change these regulations. As such, 
Scotland will have no say in determining these matters. 
This should be of grave concern for workers and wider so-
ciety, particularly in regard to environmental matters. The 
freeport development at Tees port in Yorkshire is accused 
of environmental and habitat destruction of the North 
Sea area with the dumping of waste during its construc-
tion phase. The question is: what controls will be used in 
Freeports? How do we enforce them?  How do we protect 
workers, wildlife, and the environment? 

6.	 Do local authorities have any authority in freeports? 
There is limited (if any) consultation with local author-
ities about freeports, which will be exempt from rates 
and council tax. It is uncertain whether local authority 
planners will be involved in planning. At this stage there 

are many unanswered questions. If an incident like a 
fire or pollution spill occurs at a freeport, what response 
will be required from the local authority, and who will 
meet the costs? Without COSLA or a local authority being 
involved how can local employment safeguards be put 
in place? What will the consequences be for local areas 
of the relocation or displacement of workers, in terms of 
education, employment, health, housing, and emergency 
services? What will be the local effect of the movement of 
workforces in and out of the area by companies that are 
given tax incentives to relocate them? 

7.	 Will government agencies be employed to control ports, 
protect revenues, prevent counterfeit goods and smuggling, 
uphold trademarks and intellectual property rights, and 
administer immigration (since freeports could present 
opportunities for circumventing immigration controls)? 
The answer to these questions appears to be yes; how-
ever, no plans are evident to increase staffing or training 
that would be required. It is self-evident that criminal ac-
tivity and evasion within freeports will develop and grow. 
Yet there are no surplus trained staff in any department 
or agencies that are available. There is a major deficit 
of experienced staff in all areas of border control and 
customs control following Brexit. To avoid exploitation 
and unintended consequences, controls and laws must be 
put in place, before we experiment and count the cost to 
workers, society and the environment. 

8.	 How will security be maintained in freeports? 
A freeport can be established anywhere, not just at ports. 
As such, there are now proposals to extend Freeport areas 
across multiple sites, from warehouses to airports, and in 
cities. Without secure sites, these proposals are recipes 
for fraud, tax evasion, crime, environmental damage, 
pollution and exploitation of local trade, workers and 
society. 

9.	 Will freeport areas be subject to government inspections, 
including unannounced visits? 
There requires clarification and reassurance before the 
freeports are developed and start operating. To try and 
address it after the fact will never succeed. The P&O Fer-
ries scandal is a perfect example. 

It is vital that unions and politicians urgently address these 
matters before they become complicit in exploiting and harming 
workers, families, local trade, government revenues, and the en-
vironment. Freeports are policies designed to benefit the rich by 
exploiting workers, diminishing employment law, and degrading 
terms and conditions. They can only benefit the few, at the expense 
of the workers.
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In January 2023, the Scottish and UK Governments jointly announced 
that bids from the Cromarty Firth and the Firth of Forth had been 
chosen to become Green Freeports. Then Deputy First Minister John 
Swinney described their selection as a “milestone achievement”. 
The Scottish Greens, part of the Scottish Government, decried the 
programme as a gimmick, containing “no hard requirements” on 
climate or fair work.

As Peter Henderson writes over the page, freeports do not 
seem like good news for workers. Unite the Union noted the 
lack of clarity from the Scottish Government on enforcement 
of the Real Living Wage or collective bargaining rights. Nor is 
it clear, well over a year on, what exactly will be ‘green’ about 
the Freeports north of the border, compared to those across 
England and Wales. A scan through promotional documents 
on the Green Freeports shows a list of tax reliefs, customs, and 
planning incentives, as well as preferential access to regulators. 
There is nothing unique about descriptions of ‘Green’ Freeports 
in Scotland, and no mention of workers or climate emissions. 

Big rhetoric meets harsh reality
It is well known that the Scottish Government is eager to adopt a 
buzzword but reluctant to back it up with the power of the devolved 
administration. Fair work, climate emergency, just transition, and 
wellbeing economy have been taken as far as the statute books, into 
cabinet secretary job titles, and across a litany of vision statements 
in their rhetorical odyssey through the Scottish Government. The 
‘green’ in our freeports continues the trend. It recognises social harm 
and injustice that exist, and their potential to be exacerbated in 
future. Such recognition just adds insult to the Scottish Government 
failure to meaningfully tackle their root causes or build alternative 
models.

The ScotWind leasing round has been heralded as progress 
towards a just transition, yet the offshore wind sector only shows 
a falling return on jobs as companies enjoy a rapid growth of their 
income. Now ‘Green’ Freeports with their tax breaks and threats 
to workers and environmental rights are set out as a milestone to 
reaching net zero and delivering fair work. By now there shouldn’t be 
shock or frustration when the Scottish Government adopts the titles 
but never the contents of demands from the left. When push comes to 
shove, this is a government that wants the praise but not the conflict. 

We’re all out of carrots
The first workers who came together to organise around the term just 
transition understood its underpinning necessity. Workers have skills 
which can be turned to social good or social harm, while capitalism 
is ambivalent to either outcome if profits or wealth can be extracted. 
Resisting harm necessitates placing limits on what investment 
and production can take place in an economy, whether health and 
safety regulations, or barriers to prevent climate breakdown. If such 
limits block potential avenues for capital, they force a fundamental 
conflict. In this intersection workers must be organised to demand 
better, particularly where governments are found wanting .

The UK’s independent climate advisory body, the CCC, published 
a report last month confirming that the Scottish Government’s 
statutory target for emissions reductions by 2030 was no longer 
possible. This won’t surprise anyone who has followed their recent 

track record against these targets. The CCC’s calculations can’t have 
been particularly difficult, given repeated warnings of insufficient 
progress in recent years.

In response, Cabinet Secretary Mairi McAllan cited the ScotWind 
leasing round as one of several reasons to be reassured. Yet Scotland 
already generates more renewable electricity than would be needed 
to meet current electricity demand. The concern of the CCC and 
many others is that climate targets can’t be met without far more 
significant intervention in our transport system, the way we heat 
our homes, and how we manage the land. ScotWind doesn’t provide 
answers to these challenges.

Scotland’s emissions have halved since 1990, largely driven by 
the closure of coal-fired power stations. Yet other sectors including 
transport, buildings, and industrial processes have barely changed 
since 2016. Growing renewable capacity has offered a lucrative new 
avenue for energy companies, with the UK Government guaranteeing 
risk-free profit for companies through the regressive Contracts for 
Difference consumer subsidy model.

Renewable energy is a straightforward avenue for capital 
extraction. Shifting travellers from private cars to public transport, 
improving home insulation to reduce energy demand, or making 
industrial processes less carbon-intensive are not lucrative emerging 
opportunities.. The reality is that the next stage of emission reductions 
takes us into these sites of conflict. The Scottish Government has 
always favoured the carrot over the stick. They are now failing to 
answer what happens when there are no carrots left to hand out. 

Fighting the politics, winning the wealth
This is the context of the freeports. The projects are underway 
and the response from the left must address the reality for those 
who work and live around them, alongside a critique of what they 
represent and what could be done instead. Their outcome can be 
predicted based on experiences from similar initiatives worldwide. 
We can predict that there will be jobs displaced from elsewhere in 
the country, local and national tax revenues lost, and attacks on 
workers and environmental rights. Rights are a floor for workers, 
not a ceiling. Collective bargaining empowers workers who have a 
vested interest in their working conditions and local community. It is 
the only way to resist the erosion of rights and retain for workers as 
much of the wealth flowing through ports as possible.

Freeports are no isolated project but another demonstration 
that the government is unwilling to challenge the corporate interests 
crowding around ‘net zero’ and green industries. The resistance 
starts by refusing to run the race to the bottom it triggers, and 
demanding alternatives rooted in the interests of the working class.

Freeports are one more example of the favours granted to capital 
by an ideologically driven UK Government and an ideologically vapid 
Scottish Government. The latter’s rhetorical ambition for social 
justice stutters when faced with pushback from corporate entities. 
Understanding Freeports in this context is an important prelude to 
building a multi-faceted trade union response: one with the power 
to build a genuinely green economy by taking on and defeating the 
ideology of Freeports, while ensuring that communities cast under 
their net can organise to gain, not lose, from their development.

NOTHING GREEN ABOUT THESE FREEPORTS
The freeports are more than a greenwashing gimmick, writes 

Ryan Morrison. They mark a grim concession to corporate 
efforts to profit from the climate crisis.
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Lately I have been thinking about names. The ongoing PPE scandal 
centred on Michelle Mone and her husband, Douglas Barrowman, 
have brought my surname into further disrepute. I have often felt 
the burden of sharing it with he of Doctor Who companion and du-
bious accent fame, even before allegations emerged of creepy be-
haviour on set. A few months ago while reading Frank Kuppner’s A 
Very Quiet Street, I learned that a Barrowman bore false witness in 
the Oscar Slater trial and contributed to twenty years of hard labour 
for an innocent man. It was during a search for more respectable 
precursors that I came across James Barrowman’s 1886 Glossary of 
Scotch Mining Terms, a fascinating document, and endeavoured to 
write some poems inspired by its contents.

  
ARLES
Money given in former times to the colliers at the baptism of their 
children, as a token of the children being attached like their parents 
to the coal-work.

 
In front of the marsh, or by the marsh.
Wishing to see a different light. Armed
with Tartarin de Tarascon and Germinal.
 
Sufficient to embark a coffin and francs
for burial, on the Rhône at Alyscamps,
where Christ himself attended the conversion.
 
These old Elysian leas, a meagre remnant
of pagan sepulture. Established near at hand,
horror conditioned on tall chimneys unworkable.
 
Overgrown in part by curious laburnum.
No architecture. No general physiognomy.
Paved with villainous little stones insertional.
 
The rugosities of its dirty lanes assault the feet
like knife blades, making all exercise penitential.
Given over to shabby cafes; it tends to puddle.
 
Two ramshackle inns meet at a right angle.
One watches with ill-concealed disapproval.
The other glares from windows, invidiously.
 
Behind haystacks, an old weapon in a field
Oh, ploughmen, take arles from the devil.
In the marsh, or at its terminal.
 

BEARER'S WAY
An underground road or passage along which the bearers carried 
their burdens.
 
Through terror's throng they will not heed
  the opal-bearer's way;
she carries no javelin in her hands,
emblems of warfare, sinewy the arms.
Fearing much of the bearer's way-going.
 Trotting is indeed the cruising speed
  of the portage bearer;
under branches and through shrubs,

over the irregularities of the terrain.
Momentum acquired paves the bearer's way.
 For most what kills the seed of freedom
  is bearing in mind survival;
careers, time-passing amusements,
freaky, spontaneous conformity.
Revolution manifests in its bearer’s way.
 
A promise which has nothing to concede
  silent coming bearer's feet;
wherefore this quiet face so proudly
set, naught to forget alas for grief.
The stiff leg still protruding in the bearer's way.
 
To CHAP
To strike; to knock; to signal. Miners chap the roof to find if it is 
safe. When two rooms are nearly met the miners chap on the face to 
ascertain the thickness of the intervening coal. The bottomer when 
signalling to the pit-head, where the signalling apparatus consists of 
a hammer falling on an iron plate, is said to chap.
 
Chap door, run away, agitationally.
In spite of the unemployment,
all we do is sleep these days.
Gone are visions of barricades,
in spent perspiring minutes.
Years later, some poor proletarian
with red-chapped lips, stammering,
Makes you turn your eyes, feel sick.
 
Knock knock, ginger beer, full of fear.
Some had to strip their coats for heat.
Shirts and shifts were wet with sweat.
They crammed their guts for want of meat.
Baccy and beer will be so cheap,
wives sit up when they should sleep,
and we'll float in hell at our pay week.
God's agitator, if twenty years we pamphleteer.
 
Ding dong, dash or ditch, fever pitch.
Burning up in blind fires of investiture.
Vomiting a Vesuvius in every gesture.
There's a swally and then a hitch,
marching in buried Denmark’s vesture.
How that awful hitch all dread!
Poverty plying her needle and thread
Whispers a dolorous - stitch, stitch, stitch.
 
Knicky knicky, nine doors, on the first floor,
unknown to night-lifers at Cocoanut Grove.
A match to find a socket, a bulb to replace.
Some, swatting at the low blue glare, a phantom,
turned fireball on the chimney stairs, noticed,
it is an error to suppose man will be a vapour,
like wind, or Aether, or something floating in the air.
Rather Newsprint, Barkcloth, Sgraffito or Coalface.

A NEW GLOSSARY OF SCOTCH MINING TERMS
By James Barrowman
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Oh dear me,
	 the warld’s ill divided
Them that work the hardest,
	 are aye wi least provided.
 
Mary Brooksbank’s rhyme is the only text from a female artist 

on the wall of the Scottish Parliament. As the singer Sheena Wel-
lington noted, the song it comes from helped put Dundee’s workers 
on the international stage, under the political banner of the labour 
movement. It could serve as an anthem for modern times.

Mary Brooksbank was a Dundee singer, songwriter, musician, 
poet, political activist, propagandist, and writer. Born in Aberdeen 
in 1897, she moved to Dundee at the age of eleven. With a trade 
unionist father and a musical family, Mary spent much of her life 
working, singing, and fighting the political system. Her working life 
began in the jute mills in 1912, as trade unionism began to take hold 
in political culture. She became active in the anti-war movement 
and joined the National Unemployed Workers movement in the 
1920s, then joined the Communist Party in 1922 and remained there 
for a decade until her expulsion in 1932. She never joined another 
political party after this, but was active in community politics until 
her later years. She proudly spoke of her work in the Scottish Pen-
sioners’ Forum, and there are stories that she went to help rebuild 
Hanoi in the 1970s. The woman never stopped fighting.

Jute mills figure strongly in her songs, which earned her fame 
in the 1950s folk movement. Original material was rare, and Mary’s 
songs were an outstanding contribution to the repertoire. As folk 
music infused Scottish cultural discourse in the 1960s, Mary be-
came a regular on the scene. She published a volume of poetry in 
1952, Sidlaw Breezes, and then published her autobiography in 
1971, No Sae Lang Syne: a tale of this City, edited by the secretary 
of the local tenants’ association. Mary died in 1978, a year before 
Margaret Thatcher came to power.

For a woman who is so often mentioned, quoted, and sung, 
Mary Brooksbank is very rarely studied. Like many women she gets 
only cursory historical glances. In One Woman’s life: Celebrating 
Mary Brooksbank by myself and Erin Farley, released eighteenth 
months ago, is the first published book about her. But Mary has 
lived in songs of the folk scene and in memories of Dundee political 
activists. Her legacy is strong, and those who know her work often 
make a deep connection.

The power of that legacy lies, I think, in her remarkable abili-
ty to blend the personal, creative, and political as seamless inter-
weaving of the same struggles. Her autobiography, structured like 
a series of political pamphlets, is testament to that. Mary’s political 
action centred on narrating people’s lives, and her stories of people 
hang on a political infrastructure. Mary used her voice to humanise 
the working class. Her work in the National Unemployed Workers 
movement was based on presenting family cases to the Public Ac-
counts Committee and arguing against cuts. She wrote and sang 

about lives, loves and tragedies. In those narratives, the injustice of 
society was laid bare.

One of my favourite of Mary’s poems is ‘A War Wed-
ding’. Her neighbour’s son was getting married. He applies 
for leave but doesn’t receive word. He returns home to mar-
ry anyway, but is dragged out by the Redcoats on the day of 
his wedding. He is killed in action only six weeks later. Mary 
captures moments of deep, unimaginable grief in Mrs Hen-
nessy’s face, ‘hard-working, harassed by poverty all her days’. 

I remember her sad blue eyes, her careworn and heavily lined 
face as she bent over the wash-tub, the tears streaming down 
her face as she leant for a minute over the wash-board, as she 
said to me, “Oh Mary, my puir laddie, I’ll never see him again”. 
And I, just a young lassie, could say no word of comfort to her, 
could only weep with her. 

The detail in Mrs Hennessy’s face shows a deep connection and 
tenderness in Mary’s recollection. Here is the love, horror, and grief 
of a Dundee woman through the war: a deep evocation of humanity 
against this moment, in a heart-wrenching, tenderly beautiful way, 
that brings me to tears every single time I read it. And those are 
the moments that mark Mary’s life, her creativity, and her political 
action.

It was the death of Mary’s music teacher Miss Slidder and her 
newborn baby on the SS Persia during the First World War that first 
taught Mary her hatred of war and the horrors of capitalism. Those 
horrors shaped her first public singing performance. She woke in 
the night screaming from the trauma of losing Miss Slidder and her 
baby, and was so distraught before the concert that the teachers 
chose a fast gavotte for her to perform, instead of a lullaby. Her song 
earned her a great cheer, she recalls, and the moment contributed 
to her deep hatred of war and its causes.

There is a renewed interest in Mary Brooksbank among writers, 
singers, academics and young activists, with artists like Ruth Ewan 
working her texts into new forms, and connections forming across 
generations that Mary herself would have relished. Her conclusion 
of Nae Sae Lang Syne reaches out to the young who were awakening 
and in the throes of revolution. Her life was an offering of struggle, 
victory, and struggle, which now resonates for a new generation of 
Mary Brooksbank fans.

This owes something to time and timing, perhaps. I pic-
ture Mary’s life starting when the labour movement was gaining 
strength. Now the labour movement sits in historical uncertainty, 
evolving against, and with, Scottish constitutional politics. How it 
emerges, no one knows! But something in the nature of our poli-
tics just now suggests that a different political culture is emerging. 
A re-assessment of political discourse and culture has emerged in 
Scotland over the last couple of decades, leading people to rethink 
our political values and what their articulation might look like. The 

WORDSMITH OF THE JUTE MILLS

Mary Brooksbank is inspiring a new generation of socialists 
far beyond her Dundee home, finds Siobhan Tolland.
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shift from party politics to issue-based politics is a case in point.
Mary embraced the emerging labour movement, and the strug-

gle for revolution through the Communist Party of Great Britain. Her 
loyalty to the party was strong, but Mary’s politics, and her creativ-
ity, were uneasy with that industrialisation that sparked the labour 
movement’s rise. Mary’s early experiences of political action was 
through her father’s trade unionism, and the spontaneous jingo 
rings and cake walks of the women jute strikers in the Edwardian 
period. These experiences gave Mary a flexible and wide-ranging 
repertoire of what political action can be. When depression hit in 
the 1930s, the Dundee Working Women’s Guild looked to domestic 
resistance, and the group’s action was born from family and com-
munity customs, rather than industrial trade union culture. The 
distinction made little difference to Mary: political culture is shift-
ing and changing according to circumstances. This shifting, flexible 
thinking about political struggle resonates with this generation’s 
political activists.

Another reason she still resonates is because of the post-pan-
demic vulnerabilities of our society. We live in a period of crises. 
A series of economic collapses encases a Brexit shift to the right 
at home and across the globe. The last few years produced an ex-
treme-right kamikaze budget as we crawled from economic earth-
quakes and from Covid. What feels like a series of crises is in fact 
one long crisis, as society struggles to grapple with events and 
articulate a new society that everyone seems to be talking about. 
The current horrors in Gaza push this crises even further as the very 
notion of human rights and justice crack under the strain of a ter-
rifying genocide of the Palestinian people. It feels like our society, 
domestically and globally, is spiralling out of control.

Mary also lived through crises or one long crisis. Eric Hobsbawm 
called the period from the First World War to 1945 one long war (not 
two wars with space in between), with the 1930s being a domestic 
war against our own people. Mary felt acute grief across this pe-
riod of deep losses from war and poverty. Like now, the political 
landscape shifted at a phenomenal rate, and no sooner had it felt 
like peace had arrived than another jolt to society occurred. The 
ever-increasing shift to the right and feelings of impending global 
war marked her early years as it also marks our own lives. The hor-
rors are not the same, of course, but culturally it seems that we are 
experiencing similar crises and rightwards-shifting ground. Mary’s 
experiences and reflections resonate with us trying to navigate diffi-
cult and unpredictable battles.

I cannot end this writing without talking about gender. For it 
was as a woman that she lived, worked, fought and hoped. Mary 
says at the start of her autobiography that she lived with her people, 
loved them, fought with them. ‘I am them!’, she exclaims. Mary’s 
decision to publish her work allows us an insight into Dundee wom-
en’s life in the early twentieth century that we might never other-
wise have viewed. She shone a light on working class women’s lives 
that were all too often hidden and sidelined. The customs, culture, 
resistance, and resilience of Dundee women was integral to Mary’s 
work. And for us political women, Mary’s own experience provides 
a timely reminder that our space is all too often denigrated and 
compromised against the ‘proper’ work of male political activism. 
The women reading this know what I am talking about.

A few days after the death of John Maclean, Willie Gallacher wrote 
for The Communist International,

Surely in no country in Europe was such a tornado of energy 
let loose… His spirit was too strong for his body, so we find him 
a few days before his death out on the streets in cold winter 
weather carrying the message of hope to the unemployed work-
ers of Glasgow. … With his death there passes one of the great-
est fighters the movement in this country has known. But he 
has left the movement a heritage that is worthy of the devotion 
he gave the cause.
 
One hundred years later Clydeside has been wrestling with that 

heritage. In 2022 when myself, Suki Sangha, Ewan Gibbs, Sean Bail-
lie and Joey Simons formed a John Maclean Centenary Committee 
two facts struck us.

 Firstly, no institution, party, or organisation is well placed to 
commemorate Maclean. He stood as a Labour candidate but ac-
cused ‘Pink Labour’ (as he called them) of murdering Karl Marx 
every year since his death. He founded the first party for Scottish in-
dependence but loathed nationalists’ small-mindedness and class 
betrayal. Instrumental in the establishment of both British and 
Scottish communism, he stubbornly opposed the formation of the 

CPGB. He was not a trade unionist, held no elected post, and left no 
party or institution that lasted more than a few years. His defining 
characteristic, expressed alternately as unshakable integrity and 
infuriating thrawnness, made him a profound critic of almost any 
group that might wish to celebrate him.

 Secondly, Maclean would not want commemoration. He was 
adamant that the working class did not need leaders, but needed 
to understand its material reality and rise for itself. He did not seek 
fame or power. When appointed symbolically as Bolshevik Consul, 
he viewed the title practically and threw himself into organising 
with and for Russians in Scotland. He would have reacted with 
something between embarrassment and horror to any monument 
to him.

 So as we considered how the Scottish Left should mark his cen-
tenary we asked: what is his symbolic use to us? Maclean comes to 
us as a mythic figure. An icon of Red Clydeside, he and his com-
rades unleashed an energy that helped generations in Scotland to 
understand their class interests and periodically shake the bastions 
of political and economic power. 

As a symbol he was present at and helped to inspire decades 
of radical action, from the rent strikers and peace crusaders of 1915 
to the international brigadiers of the 1930s; from the Tramp’s Trust 
and the unemployed movements of the 1920s to the Lee Jeans and 

ALL THAT A MYTH CAN GIVE US
The commemoration of John Maclean a century after his death reveals much 

about the current culture of the Scottish left, writes Henry Bell.
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Upper Clyde Shipbuilders of the 1970s and 1980s; and from the Glas-
gow Girls of the early 2000s to the surrounding of the deportation 
van on Kenmure Street in 2021.

 Over the last six months, Maclean has been remembered as 
one of many comrades who transformed Clydeside into a radical 
centre. Far more than in the commemorations of 1973 or 1948, 2023 
saw Maclean placed in the context of a movement that provided 
education and energy for a liberatory movement led by countless 
men and women, immigrants, exiles, anarchists, socialists and 
communists. Anniversary events foregrounded figures obscured by 
the myth of Maclean, such as Mrs Reid, Helen Crawfurd, and Irma 
Gelrich.

 Maclean was also memorialised as an educator. His revolution 
began in the classrooms of Pollokshaws, Clydebank and Govan, 
and the centenary of his death saw a focus on his and his com-
rades’ educational work. The Popular Education Network presented 
packed Centenary Educationals on housing, just transition, impe-
rialism, and the cost of living. Radical Glasgow Tours led walking 
tours round the Southside exploring Maclean’s life and work. Kiera 
McLean unveiled a new stained-glass window at Pollokshaws Li-
brary, illuminating the comrades who struggled alongside Maclean 
and the countless socialists and communists he inspired. Lectures 
were hosted by the baths in Govanhill, and by the SSP in Townhead 
and Rutherglen. One conference was held at the University of Glas-
gow by the Economic and Social History Department, and another 
at John Smith House by the Scottish Labour History Society. More 
talks and classes are planned for the coming months.

 If Marxist education was at the centre of commemorations, 
nationalist and republican events were curiously absent. In memo-
rial events of 1973, the fiftieth anniversary of Maclean’s death, his 
relation to a newly reanimated vision of Scotland’s political future 
came to the fore. Yet in 2023, not a decade after the independence 
referendum, appraisals touched little on his constitutional legacy, 
despite Gerry Cairns’s important work presenting Maclean as a re-
publican first and foremost and despite ongoing efforts of the Scot-
tish Republican Socialist Movement to organise an annual march 
from his graveside to the cairn in Pollokshaws. Why has the nation-
al question not featured more fervently? Why have nationalists not 
organised events? Perhaps to some extent left nationalism has lost 
confidence in recent years, bruised by the SNP’s post-referendum 
centrism, and unable to properly assess its targets or its aims. Or-
ganisationally its connection to its radical roots has rarely looked 
weaker.

 Yet other of Maclean’s political positions have been the focus 
of attention. In his last speeches he railed against British and Amer-
ican imperialism, unsafe housing, unsafe food, and precarious 
work. Now Scotland grapples with a devastating housing crisis, one 
in five Scots face food insecurity, and weapons made in Glasgow rain 
down hell on Gaza in a British-backed genocide. His clear-sighted 
analysis of imperialism and war, and the need for committed in-
ternationalists to fight against both, are at the heart of his legacy, 
as Dave Sherry remarks in the new introduction to his republished 
biography of Maclean. Western support for the Ukrainian resistance 
alongside its condemnation of the Palestinian liberation movement 
highlights the same imperial hypocrisy that he decried. Perhaps the 
national question recedes when faced with the everyday horrors of 
capitalist imperialism. Yet Maclean’s point remains: the break-up of 
Britain would be a blow to the imperial world order.

 It was the great working class poets and educators Morris Bly-
thman and T. S. Law who said that ‘in the question of who will be 
remembered, poets have the final say’. By far the largest commem-
oration last year was the Centenary Concert as part of Celtic Con-
nection on the 19th of January at the Royal Concert Hall organised 
by Donald Shaw, Siobhan Miller and myself. 2,500 comrades joined 
Billy Bragg, Karine Polwart, Jackie Kay, Eddi Reader, Gavin Living-
ston, Beth Frieden, Paul McKenna and Arthur Johnstone to sing 
Don’t Sign Up for War, The Internationale and the John Maclean 

March. In a sold-out Royal Concert Hall, Raymond Wilson read Ma-
clean’s Speech from the Dock and Frances Wilson, Maclean’s grand-
daughter, read his last letters to her mother and grandmother. The 
most moving moment came when Dick Gaughan took the stage to 
lead the room in singing the Red Flag to its correct tune, the White 
Cockade. Dick’s first public performance since a stroke six years ago 
brought the hall to its feet and moved many in tears as they greeted 
one of the great bearers of the twin traditions of Scottish folk music 
and Scottish socialism.

 Elsewhere in the city Fraser Bruce organised a songwriting 
competition that resulted in twelve new songs telling the story of 
John Maclean. The canon of popular song about Maclean continues 
to grow. The anniversary also saw the publication of a new book 
edited by myself and Joey Simons, Now’s The Day, Now’s The Hour: 
Poems for John Maclean, gathering more than 100 years of poetry 
and song about Maclean and the movement on Clydeside that track 
the resonances his life’s work among artists on the Scottish Left.

 Maclean is in many ways a bridging figure, synthesising nation-
alism and communism, Calvinism and Irish republicanism, Gael-
dom and internationalism, theory and action. New scholarship has 
further revealed the fissures in his identity: Jim McLean’s excellent 
archival work has established that the story that John Maclean’s fa-
ther was cleared from Mull is a myth. In fact, his father, grandfather, 
and great grandfather were all industrial workers in Pollokshaws 
and Bo’ness. Jim also confirms that Maclean’s maternal family were 
indeed migrants from the highlands as has been claimed, but that 
they came from a croft at Kilmonivaig, not nearby Corpach as all of 
Maclean’s biographers have it. Jim McLean also finds evidence in 
the census that Maclean’s grandmother was a Gaelic speaker. This 
maternal link is justification enough for Maclean’s claim to high-
land and Gaelic identity – so why then the Mull myth? Did Maclean 
himself invent the story to deepen his connection to a proto-social-
ist clan past (forward to communism, backward to communism!), 
or was this an established family story relating to some further dis-
tant connection to the island? Either way, Maclean remains both a 
lowland and a highland figure, a son of the croft and the tenement.

 Other recent research by Catriona Macdonald and Patricia Krus 
has established both that Maclean’s studies at Glasgow University 
were funded by the Carnegie Trust, and that he matriculated in Di-
vinity despite graduating in political economy. More intersections 
open here as Scotland’s most famous industrialist funds its most 
famous revolutionary, and as the exact point of Maclean’s conver-
sion from Calvinism to communism is thrown into question. Had he 
considered entering the ministry in his teens? Certainly his conver-
sion to atheism happened in his twenties: Jim McLean notes that 
John and Agness were married in an irregular wedding in 1911 with 
no kirk involvement.

 These are all interesting details. No doubt there is more to be 
learnt about Maclean, with many articles still missing and letters 
still emerging. Maclean continues to serve, as his daughter said, 
as a Scottish link in the golden chain of world socialism. He was 
a martyr who died for the people; a comrade who broke with par-
ty and nation but never with his class. He was truly popular – in 
the sense of being of the people – and truly tragic – in the sense 
that his own virtues and flaws played out in the short epic of his 
life. It is small wonder that thousands of people in his home city 
still wish to come together to remember John Maclean and re-
commit themselves to the fight for life and all that it can give us.  
 
Henry Bell's book John Maclean: Hero of Red Clydeside is published 
by Pluto Press.
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In 1982, hundreds of workers at Wallacetown Engineering in Ayr 
initiated a lock-in against the wishes of union officials when Gen-
eral Electric attempted to fire their branch convenor and dozens of 
other workers. The Wallacetown was Scotland’s leading producer of 
electronic equipment for mines, supplying switchboards and other 
kinds of spark-safe gear to corporations in Britain and across the 
world. A decade after the Upper Clyde Shipyard work-in and two 
years before the miners’ strike, the Wallacetown workers beat GE. 
Yet the story is hard to find in the annals of labour history.

“It shouldn’t be forgotten. Wallacetown was – where do you 
start?” Alex Baird, the branch convenor targeted by the American 
multinational, had never told the story of the strike until I and two 
others arrived in his living room to ask him about it. Alex had had a 
stroke a couple of years ago. “I hope my memory doesn’t scramble”, 
he told us. But he need not have worried: the story was crisp and 
clear.

“I’m in the communist party,” he began, “and I’ve been since 
1960. We shouldn’t forget these local struggles in the past. It’s how 
society’s developed, how human life’s developed.”

Alex Baird was born in Dalmellington, the son of a miner who 
‘bowched the gaffer’ for favouring the men who bought him a pint 
on a Saturday night. That’s another story. But if Baird’s instinct for 
class struggle was sown by his father’s direct action, it was cultivat-
ed by his reading of Marx and Lenin as a youngster. In 1964 he was 
working hard for the local Labour MP, Emerys Hughes, but when the 
new Labour government immediately doubled MPs’ salaries yet de-
layed the promised old age pension raise by six months until after the 
winter, Baird confronted Hughes after a meeting in Dalmellington. 

And he sits down to try and convince me, and he couldn’t. 
And he says: ‘You’re right, you’re right, you’re absolutely right. 
But, he says, remember this. The very, very worst Labour gov-
ernment will always be better than the best Tory government.’
And I said: ‘Emerys…’ 

So Alex joined the Communist Party and remains a member to 
this day. There were not many Party members in Ayr and no-one 
else in the Wallacetown was a Communist, but there were a lot of 
trade unionists, and they appreciated the gains in pay and condi-
tions that Alex won in his time as convenor.

Who can say the extent to which Baird’s communism made him 
a target for the American bosses of General Electric after their take-
over of Wallacetown Engineering in 1978? The bosses may equally 
have been irked by his active and obstinate engagement in the in-
dustrial affairs of the company. In any case, not many years after GE 
acquired the plant, workers were told that dozens of them would 
be made redundant; enough to get to Baird on the basis of a last-
in, first-out redundancy policy. “The workers wouldn’t have it. They 
saw through the situation.” So began the three-month lock-in.

If Alex’s communism was the first thing he described, the un-
ion’s position on the lock-in was the second. “Two and a half months 
on strike was a long hard time. And the union weren’t on our side.” 
The Amalgamated Engineering Union, Baird explained, “were in 
cahoots with General Electric.” They told GE about him, “and they 
would know of course I was a member of the Communist party.” 
Part of what made the redundancies so unjustifiable was the size 

of the order-book. The high demand was common knowledge 
in the plant. With five and a half million pounds of open orders, 
nobody doubted that the redundancies were being made because 
of the strength of the union. “We had the best wages and condi-
tions in engineering in the area. The place had to be clean and 
kept tidy and decent. Factories you tended to go in, you couldn’t 
walk on the floor for the filth and dirt. And I said, it’s going to be 
a clean factory, the benches are going to be kept, and there are 
going to be decent chairs and a decent canteen. And 90% of the 
people recognised that’s what it should be.” Alex believed the un-
ion should also have a say in the company’s industrial decisions. 
He wrote to the company listing the capacities that the company 
should develop, and the new technology it should bring into the 
factory. This approach did not accord with the style of GE, whose 
attitudes to unions had given rise to a massive strike in the US a 
little over a decade earlier. It paid the price for trying to remove him. 

Well, we occupied the factory. Management didn’t get in. So 
we were in the factory every day, we had a committee set up in 
the factory, and we pledged there’d be no danger to machines, 
no physical [damage], nothing broken or destroyed.

A legal precedent for lock-ins had been set not long before by 
the workers at Plessey’s in Bathgate, who occupied their factory in 
December 1981. In setting up the systems for coordinating the ac-
tion, Alex learned from aspects of the UCS work-in; but this was 
a different situation, since the unions that represented the clerical 
staff, foremen, and draftsmen refused to strike, making a work-in 
impossible. In fact the non-AEU staff set up an office in the hotel 
in town, until a coordinated boycott by locals and delivery workers 
presented such a threat to the hotel’s reputation that they told the 
company to leave. Meanwhile, a committee was set up, a rota was 
drawn up, and groups of workers stayed every day and night, play-
ing football, reading books, preparing food. “[We] pledged there’d 
be no danger to machines, no physical [damage], nothing broken 
or destroyed.” The police came one evening and told Baird, “look, 
we’re not caring about your strike, we’re caring about management 
saying stuff’s getting vandalised.” “For vandalising,” he replied, 
“you can take me to court”. While workers guarded the plant, 
management attempted to damage it. One night they discovered a 
smashed window, and one of the young lads went to repair it. The 
workers never faced any legal challenges for the action.

Support came in from across Scotland and beyond. The radical 
engineering papers and the Daily Worker reported on the action. 
Branches of the NUM and other unions gathered contributions, 
which were carefully administered by an independent group set up 
by the lock-in committee. The AEU eventually agreed to pay strike 
money, but not until Alex made a trip to London and marched into 
the AEU offices to find the committee scattered to the wind. The 
STUC were “not bad”– in a letter after the victory, STUC General 
Secretary Jimmy Milne can hardly conceal his surprise at the out-
come.

Even before the official recognition of the action on the part 
of the AEU, support for the strike among workers was never in 
doubt. There was 100% union density in the plant – a hard-earned 
achievement – and support for the strike was about 400 to 90. What 

THE COMMUNIST AND THE LOCK-IN
Alex Baird organised the industrial action that brought the workers of 
Wallacetown Engineering victory over General Electric in 1982. He tells 

Cailean Gallagher how the battle was won.
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opposition there was tended to come more from skilled men, some 
of whom held meetings and liaised with local press to divide the 
workers.

Alex hated the false division between skilled and so-called semi-
skilled workers. “I wasn’t ‘skilled’. Semi-skilled were a lesser degree 
than skilled men” in the eyes of the likes of the tool-room shop stew-
ard, who opposed the strikes. Alex was equally angry about the un-
equal pay of men and women, and he remains crystal clear on why 
he challenged and somewhat corrected the unequal pay regime: 

the women did the wiring, the lighter assembly, and the men did 
the heavier assembly. We had huge switches for down the pit as 
you can understand, and we had a welding shop, and a machine 
shop and everything. But the women did the lighter work, which 
was good – it was easiest for them to fiddle with – but they were 
getting less money than the men who were fiddling with bigger 
stuff, the switches. Aye, that’s how it was, some of the men could 
do the wee stuff too, but the difference of wages was stupid to 
me. It came to quite a few pounds a week. It wasn’t justified. 

Baird’s analysis was grounded in what he regarded as the gold-
en rule of profit-seeking capital:

 
You’ll find that companies try to get the most work out of em-
ployees for the least amount of money. And it’s not just the 
wages, it’s the conditions that cost them too. But if they’re not 
prepared to pay decent wages and so on, and have good condi-
tions, they shouldn’t have a factory. Multinationals were always 
rotten that way, paying themselves plenty of money.

Here are the principles that drove Baird’s priorities as conven-
or, starting with the fact that capital will extract as much labour as 
it can, at the lowest cost possible, minimising not only wage costs 
but the costs of conditions. There is no essential difference between 
men’s and women’s work, or skilled and unskilled work; no reason 
the kinds of fiddling women do creates less value than men’s fid-
dling. This was not the orthodoxy among union officials, who often 
guarded skilled jobs at the expense of others.

In winning equal pay and better conditions, Baird was a shop-
floor union leader acting on behalf of his workers, despite the po-
sitions of union officials and the labour aristocracy. In the end, 
the question of whether he was targeted for communism or trade 
unionism is a false dilemma. It boils down to the same thing. Alex 
believes it was his effectiveness as a union leader, based on his com-
munism, that pushed GE to try and oust him. He was generating too 
many solutions to be acceptable, “because of too many ideas of the 
workers against the management, which I had gathered through my 
reading”.

Of course, the lock-in was the exception to the usual mode of 
engagement. In ordinary times, Alex pursued union involvement 
with the overall running of the factory rather than disruption. This 
was out of step with organising strategies in similar plants that 
promoted small actions by subsets of workers in response to issues 
specific to them. One- or two-week disputes by small clusters of 
workers were common – “and I thought, this is a silly way of going 
about a factory. You don’t ken whether you’ll get your pay or not”. 
Small-scale disruption could create division between workers that 
might even strengthen management, whereas stabilisation generat-
ed solidarity. Alex wanted stable union power.

Alex drew his tactics not from the approach of the union, but 
from the history of coal mining unions, that “instilled in me that 
workers had to organise themselves to beat the management and 
not just accept everything that the management said.” Even if things 
managers say make sense 40% of the time, that still means most of 
what they say is rubbish. Some were downright idiots, he said. One 
manager had passed his time during the lock-in watching through 
binoculars from his nearby garden. One day he came down and put 

a padlock on the gate, which Alex promptly had removed. He did it 
again, with a new padlock, which was also removed. Undeterred, 
the manager did it five times more, so that by the end of the strike 
Alex had a collection of seven padlocks. One day, the manager came 
into his office to ask for them to be returned. Alex said, “I’ll do you a 
deal. Bring me the key for three of them, and I’ll give you back four.” 
The manager stormed off in a rage, threatening to tell the senior 
managers. But the senior managers must have told him to pull him-
self together, because a day or two later he returned and, mumbling 
meekly, handed Alex three keys in exchange for four padlocks. It 
is a farcical scene, but it belies the influence, respect, and perhaps 
fear that the higher-ups had for Alex Baird.. After the lock-in, the 
power of the union in Wallacetown grew and grew, but Alex was 
stopped from progressing in the AEU or becoming an official. He 
remained at the plant for many years, running the union from his 
well-earned, spacious office, until the wider grinding down of the 
mining sector stemmed demand.

Despite its success, the lock-in is less well-known than many 
other strikes of this generation: not only UCS and the miners’ strike, 
but also Plessy's, Loveable Bras, and the Caterpillar strike. Why has 
it been underappreciated by the movement? “I think because the hi-
erarchy in the union were not for it, didn’t want these things, didn’t 
want disputes, it never got the recognition it was entitled to. There 
were plenty of regular strikes, for more money or minor changes in 
conditions, with varying degrees of success. But this one was about 
getting rid of the union convenor. And the sad thing is, the union 
knew, they weren’t caring, they wanted rid of me too.” A little lat-
er, he reiterated: “it was different from other disputes in Scotland. 
Because we were involved in disputes, normal disputes in things. 
This had been organised from America, well, with a view to take the 
union out.” Solidarity prevailed.
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WHY THE GAELIC CRISIS MATTERS

Cuts to the Bòrd na Gàidhlig add to the sense of dread in vernacular 
communities. It has galvanised the grassroots resistance that the 

whole left should support. By Tòmas MacAilpein.

In February 2024 it was revealed that the Scottish Government 
had cut funding to Bòrd na Gàidhlig, the agency responsible for 
Gaelic. The budget agreed by the Scottish Parliament removed 
the additional funding which the Bòrd had received over the last 
three years, which amounted to just £354,000 in 2023/24.1 The 
loss of this money – an insignificant sum in terms of the national 
budget – will not just lead to the loss of three jobs at Bòrd na 
Gàidhlig itself but could mean that Gaelic development officers 
across 27 organisations will be laid off in the months to come.2 
This would be a staggering blow to Gaelic at the community lev-
el.

Gaelic speakers, including even official bodies, have rightly 
voiced their anger in response to this decision and in a way not 
seen before. There is a reasonable chance that the Government 
will, in fact, find the small change needed to reverse this cut if 
enough pressure is put on them. But it needs to be seen as part of a 
bigger picture of the long-term decline in Gaelic funding and, most 
importantly, of the existential crisis facing Gaelic communities. 

Where’s the Money for Gaelic?
The Scottish Government has tried to claim that it stands up for 
Gaelic, and has protected Bòrd na Gàidhlig’s core budget under 
difficult financial circumstances.3 As the Gaelic activist group 
Misneachd has repeatedly argued, however, Bòrd na Gàidhlig’s 
funding has been consistently eroded by inflation since it was 
formed in 2006.4 Not only that, but before the Bòrd’s original 
budget of around £5 million was set, experts recommended that 
it would require double that amount to fulfil its role. If the Scot-
tish Government had properly funded Bòrd na Gàidhlig to begin 
with, and ensured that its funding had kept pace with inflation, 
it would have a budget today of around £17 million. Instead, it 
limps along on less than a third of that.5 Both Bòrd na Gàidhlig 
and Comunn na Gàidhlig (CnaG), which focuses on youth work, 
have complained strongly, in their responses to the Scottish Lan-
guages Bill consultation, that the level of funding for Gaelic is 
not sufficient even to maintain the status quo let alone to grap-
ple with runaway language shift. CnaG has called for an inde-
pendent commission to judge what funding would be necessary 
to adequately address language revitalisation, and in the mean-
time urged that Bòrd na Gàidhlig’s budget should be increased 
to £10 million.6

It is one thing to talk about budgets and another to talk 
about what they should be spent on. Gaelic community develop-
ment work focusing primarily on vernacular communities in the 
islands to bolster intergenerational transmission and everyday 
social use of the language is one of the most neglected areas of 
Gaelic development. And yet many sociolinguists would argue 
that in comparison to national Gaelic plans for public bodies, cul-
tural events, broadcasting, and even Gaelic-medium education, 
this is by far the most important area for language revitalisation. 

The Gaelic Crisis and the Scottish Languages Bill
The release of census results each decade is met with a sense 
of dread among Gaelic speakers as yet another decline in our 
numbers is uncovered. The situation now is critical. In 2020, The 
Gaelic Crisis in the Vernacular Community, the most detailed re-
search into the health of Gaelic in key island communities, was 
published. Using surveys and focus groups, and looking at dif-
ferent age groups, the research team behind the book spelled out 
unequivocally that ‘the social use and transmission of Gaelic is 
at the point of collapse’. In even the strongest examples, the den-
sity of native speakers is becoming too low to sustain everyday 
community use, and the language is being marginalised to older 
generations, whereas the vast majority of young people are no 
longer brought up to speak it. They claim that ‘[w]ithin the next 
ten years, most of the communities will be at or will have entered 
the moribund phase on current trajectories’. In their conclusions 
they argue that national language policy is focused on ‘formal 
symbolic institutional provision’ and is unfit to deal with the cri-
sis. They recommend a very different approach based on partici-
patory community development.7

The Gaelic Crisis generated considerable debate but, so far, 
no real policy changes. Nonetheless its findings and criticisms 
have influenced the framing of the Scottish Languages Bill which 
has been going through consultation, and aims to increase pro-
vision for both Gaelic and Scots. According to Misneachd’s 
detailed response to the Bill, there are a great many problems 
with it but overall it represents a significant opportunity. The 
Bill would strengthen Gaelic-medium education, introducing 
standards and ensuring that it is promoted by Ministers. There 
would be increased accountability of Bòrd na Gàidhlig, and a 
Gaelic language strategy would be put together at a ministerial 
level. But the biggest change is the potential to create ‘Areas of 
linguistic significance’. This could allow for focused community 
development in the islands – but also in certain urban networks 
– to address the Gaelic crisis. The glaring issue with this is not 
only that the Bill is incredibly vague about the functioning of 
these ‘Areas of linguistic significance’, but it aims to deliver them 
without any funding increase! In other words, without strong 
grassroots pressure the Bill could result in yet more symbolic 
provision. Misneachd, on the other hand, shows how a huge 
increase in Gaelic development officers, local participative lan-
guage planning and budgets, could make these provisions work.8 

Why Care about the Gaelic Crisis?
Perhaps you have no connection to Gaelic and zero interest in it. 
That’s fine. It is down to Gaelic speakers to fight for our language 
and ensure it thrives in everyday life. What we would ask from 
others, but above all from socialists and the left, is solidarity. 
Time is running out for the Gàidhealtachd, and we have a chance 
to shift national language policy in its favour. Even were fund-
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ing for the language to be greatly increased from its present allo-
cation, it would represent a tiny fraction of the overall Scottish 
budget. And yet Gaels, and the many supporters of Gaelic, pay 
taxes, and – if we have to make this argument – spending on the 
language is an investment that produces an economic return.9

Scottish society owes it to the Highlands and Islands: a re-
gion cleared, plundered, ecologically devastated, its rural pop-
ulation peripheralised and ill-treated by distant politicians, its 
language and culture finally being erased. To lose our strong-
holds in the vernacular communities of the islands would be 
an irreparable loss, the breaking of centuries of linguistic and 
cultural continuity which could not be made up for elsewhere. 
But to focus funding on the revitalisation and empowerment of 
these communities is the right thing to do both for Gaelic as a 
‘language-in-culture’ and for the people of the islands. Gaelic 
community development must be linked to radical action on 
housing, infrastructure and transport, sustainable employment, 
land reform, and bottom-up ecological restoration. This, along 
with the devolving of power to a regional and local level, would 
go some way to heal the historic wrongs done to the Scottish 
Highlands.

Gaelic is important to Scotland as a whole and, along with 
Scots, one of the great examples of our country’s intangible 
cultural heritage. It should be accessible and enjoyed by all. It 
is important to give priority to the heartlands of the vernacu-
lar communities, among other reasons, because what happens 
there will have a profound impact on Gaelic everywhere. As a 
Glasgow Gael, though, I take seriously the development and sup-
port of the language in the city. Recognising the growing rela-
tive importance of speakers in the cities and the strong demand 
for Gaelic-medium education there, we need to work towards 
strengthening urban linguistic networks, and increasing lan-
guage use socially and among families. I look for inspiration to 
the strongly working class and social justice-oriented example of 
the Irish-language movement in West Belfast.10 Again, though, 
urban Gaelic community development – for example, as an ‘Area 
of linguistic significance’ – would require meaningful funding as 
well as strong collective participation from speakers.

Those of us who care about Gaelic and the vernacular com-
munities must reject arguments that pit the issue of language 
revitalisation against other issues. We need to fight on many 
different fronts and link our struggles together. We can draw 
on a long history of Gaelic radicalism: from Iain MacMhuirich 
(John Murdoch), Màiri Mhòr, and the land struggle in the late 
19th century, to the left-wing nationalist journalism of the ear-
ly 20th century, the poetry of Somhairle MacGill-Eain (Sorley 
MacLean) and Murchadh MacPhàrlain (Murdo MacFarlane), 
and the grassroots optimism of the ’70s co-operatives, co-
mainn eachdraidh (historical societies), and early bilingual 
education in the Western Isles. We should renew this tradition 
and go further in bringing socialism and the Gaelic movement 
together: ‘Airson Tìr agus Teanga’ (For Land and Language). 

Conclusion
The next few years will be decisive for Gaelic and vernacular 
island communities. The Scottish Languages Bill offers us a 
chance to directly tackle the Gaelic crisis through focused com-
munity development and empowerment. But the Scottish Gov-
ernment’s failure to properly acknowledge this crisis, its lack of 
commitment to increasing funding towards language policy, and 
its outrageous cut to Gaelic community workers while consulting 
on the Bill all signal the danger that it will try its best to distract 
with warm words rather than far-reaching action. Gaelic speak-
ers should get behind Misneachd’s concrete proposals for ‘Areas 
of linguistic significance’, focusing on island communities but 
also including urban linguistic networks. Wider Scottish civil 
society, socialists and trade unionists should openly back fund-

ing and legislation to deal with the Gaelic crisis. You should do 
this because losing our communities of native Gaelic speakers 
would be a crime and a loss to us all; because boosting language 
revitalisation there also supports the communities themselves, 
builds self-confidence and creates much-needed socio-economic 
opportunities in areas of depopulation; because Scottish soci-
ety has a great historical debt to the Gàidhealtachd, and must 
address the many injustices of infrastructure, housing, rural 
poverty, land and ecology in the Highlands; because Gaelic is 
an important part of Scottish cultural life, with an increasing-
ly significant presence in our cities; because most Scots are in 
fact supportive of the language and many would like to speak it 
themselves or give their children the opportunity to acquire it. 
Along with political, economic and social issues, the Scottish left 
should care about cultural diversity, cultural democracy and au-
tonomy. It should strongly defend Gaelic and Scots. But whether 
that solidarity is forthcoming or not, the speakers themselves 
won’t go down without a fight.
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THE SOUND OF RESISTANCE
Becky Minio-Paluello reviews Palestinian Music in Exile: Voices of 

Resistance by Louis Brehony (AUC, 2023)

Waking up to a troupe of bagpipe-playing scouts marching past to 
the beat of Arabic melodies was one of the first surprising musical 
experiences for me in Bethlehem, Palestine, having moved there at 
short notice in 2015 with no prior introduction to the breadth and 
melting-pot merging of instruments and modalities in Palestinian 
music-making. One Easter, a Jerusalemite family snuck me into the 
Old City to witness the Saturday of Light processions, again with 
bagpiping Palestinian youth marching in tartan styled in the col-
ours of the Palestinian flag, accompanied by twirling batons and 
joyful zagharit (ululations) of onlookers.  Another memory of col-
lective musical joy is the evening in 2017 that Palestinian singer 
Yacoub Shaheen won Arab idol, and people left their cars in the 
middle of the streets to join the spontaneous eruption of celebra-
tion with fireworks, dancing and song.

On my first reading of Louis Brehony’s Palestinian Music in Ex-
ile, I was overwhelmed by re-encountering so many musicians who 
formed a backdrop to music-making in the years I lived there. From 
Brehony’s self-stated positionality of an “involved supporter”, this 
book evokes the pulse of the people by foregrounding the voices of 
displaced Palestinian musicians in a breadth of musical situations. 
Brehony presents stories from Turkey, Kuwait, Egypt, Jordan, Leb-
anon, as well as from musicians displaced in the West Bank, Gaza 
and the Dakhil – the area within the borders of the Israeli state. 

The Nakba in 1948 utterly ruptured the social fabric of historic 
Palestine. This book charts how this has rippled through Palestin-
ian music-making over the last 50 years within the differentiated 
social and cultural landscapes navigated by exiled musicians. 
Building on the writings of Ghassan Kanafani, Louis Brehony for-
mulates a Marxist framework for understanding the social contexts 
of music in Palestinian displacement. 

Central to the understandings of musical resistance presented 
in this book is the concept of sumud, which Brehony defines as 
“steadfastness, a tactic of resistance or defiance to colonialism”. 
In the introduction he lays out steadfastness more extensively in 
Palestinian narratives, and in the conclusion he summarizes how 
it is vocalized by musicians themselves. In various chapters of the 
book, narratives of musical steadfastness are unearthed in the 
refusal to participate in normalization and co-existence projects, 
through organizing between musician-comrades, in memorialising 
through repetition and acknowledging places of exile, by musical 
commitment of asra (political prisoners), through survivalist utili-
zation of traditional Arabic instruments and use of the maqamat, 
and conversely through renewal and appropriation of non-tradi-
tional instruments and more cosmopolitan styles. Brehony’s mu-
sical understanding allow him to analyse creative musical choices 

alongside vocalized and symbolic meanings of lyrics. 
“Music is not a universal language but a site of confrontation.” 

The situations of music-making in this book include weddings, 
family gatherings, jam sessions, concerts, takht ensembles and 
bagpipe bands. The music in each setting tells a particular story 
of connectedness to Palestine alongside being the product of a 
particular journey of exile and differentiated exposure to musical 
mediums and styles. Brehony mentions the Scottish bagpipes that 
were reappropriated as a vehicle of Palestinian cultural expres-
sion and became instruments of sumud in Lebanon. As musician 
Ahmed Haddad states, “speaking about Palestine doesn’t mean 
playing in a particular style or tradition”. 

At various points in the book, Brehony presents critique of the 
post-Oslo-Accord NGOization of Palestinian cultural institutions 
whereby Western musical systemization has been grafted onto Pal-
estinian cultural life (“who needs a French horn?!” Khaled Jubran 
p.129). Brehony carefully distinguishes between a cosmopolitanism 
“from below” that invokes Jodi Dean’s concept of comradeship and 
a shared intentionality in collective music-making, versus an elitist 
form that sits upon the “third world” notion of having to elevate 
indigenous cultural expression through recourse to a standard-
ized medium. Along these lines, I recall a concert of the Palestine 
National Orchestra being introduced by the bold statement, “To-
day an orchestra, tomorrow a state.” The lines are blurred on how 
much the idea of a national orchestra to pre-empt a national state 
panders to the imaginations of international stakeholders or is an 
actual reflection of what has been composted through processes 
of NGOization. Having witnessed young Palestinian trombonists 
and French horn players developing their own maqam-playing on 
those instruments and participate in takht ensembles, I would ar-
gue there is a steadfast continuation in how “musical traditions 
seen as apolitical, elite, foreign are reappropriated, nationalized, 
and injected with new radical meaning by a committed grass-
roots.” (p.22)

According to UN figures, more than 85 per cent of the popula-
tion of Gaza have been displaced since this book was published in 
2023. Brehony’s study recentres exiled Palestinians in the narrative 
of creative-critical resistance and recognizes the steadfast collec-
tivity across borders of dispersal. His concluding question “where 
to?” resonates now more than ever.
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ANTI-COLONIAL TIME IN FADY JOUDAH’S […] 

An excerpt from Maura Finkelstein's review of [...]
by Fady Jouday (Outspoken Press, 2024)

I am not a poet but I read poetry when I need to be reminded of 
how to live. Right now, in present tense, is a very hard time to live. 
What is time in a genocide? This question animates Fady Joudah’s 
remarkable new collection of poems, […]. Like Joudah, so many of 
us are living within the world of the ellipses - a world of violent 
stagnation, of waiting. Genocide time. Three threads of attention 
converge within Joudah's […]. For people in Gaza, time is waiting 
for bombs, for aid, for a ceasefire, for death. For Palestinians in 
exile, time is survivor’s guilt, unspeakable loss, erasure of friends, 
family, homes, histories. For those of us outside of Gaza who are 
not Palestinian, time is looking in, scrolling through social media, 
bearing witness, marching, writing, screaming in the streets. 

[…] begins with an epigraph from the 9th century Arab poet, 
philosopher, and scholar, Al-Mutannabi: “I want my time to grant 
me what time can’t grant itself.” Here, there are (at least) two forms 
of time – the time of the speaker (“my time”) and time itself, (per-
haps a universal notion of time). Within the bracketed ellipses of 
Joudah’s poems, are we confronting a notion of time that might 
provide something of a respite? Something kinder than the tem-
poral world outside of Joudah’s brackets? What happens when we 
enter this contained world? Perhaps the 46 poems offered through-
out the text proved more generosity than the world beyond these 
pages.

SEAN FEENY: A TRIBUTE
Sean Feeny, who died on 11 January 2024, was born on 8 November 
1952 at Bromley in Kent. He founded our publishers, Hampden Adver-
tising, and was always of great support to the Scottish Left Review. 
This is an extract from David Purdy's tribute to Sean, the entirety of 
which can be found on the website of Democratic Left Scotland.

Sean was a quiet, reserved man. But behind an unassuming exte-
rior and not worn on his sleeve, beat a large and passionate heart. 
With his Irish heritage he might have winced at the comparison, but 
what Oliver Cromwell said of his soldiers was true of Sean: he knew 
what he loved, and he loved what he knew. If he was meticulous in 
his professional life, it was because, like William Morris, he drew a 
distinction between useful work and useless toil and aspired to an 
egalitarian, post-capitalist world in which, instead of working in or-
der to live, people would live in order to work. He was a strict vege-
tarian and a discriminating aesthete: the immaculate flats he shared 
with his partner Joyce, first on Shields Road and later at Sutherland 
Close, were veritable galleries of modern art; and his sound system 
was the best that money could buy. His musical tastes ranged from 
punk-rock to Wagner's Ring Cycle, and when he finally retired, hav-
ing sold Hampdenad as a going concern, he took up the piano and 
had already progressed to the easier works of Bach before Covid-19 
and the need to care for Joyce in the last two years of her life forced 
him to stop having lessons. Sadly, in nursing and supporting her, he 
may have neglected his own health, for only weeks after her death 
last September, he was diagnosed with the bowel cancer that was to 
kill him three months later: a tragic end to a life well-lived.
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