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Strike bulletin

The Tory offensive on education has hit 
everyone. From the most vulnerable 
in early years, to changes in the 
secondary curriculum and the more well-
documented attacks in universities, no 
stone has gone unturned.

But this combination of cuts and 
ideological restructuring is about more 
than simply austerity. For Gove and 
the Tory right, education is about re-
establishing conservative values and 
preparing young people for their allotted 
place in the world.

 The Department for Education (DfE) 
has railed against what Gove calls “the 
blob.” In Gove’s world everyone from 
striking UCU members to the head of 
Ofsted is part of this “blob” – a block on 
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imposing his vision of education.

The incredible anger against the 
government within education is a result 
of a fundamental contradiction in 
Tory policy. While they talk about “free 
schools” and “choice”, in reality the 
“knowledge- based curriculum” takes 
choice away. Similarly, their incessant 
drive for “progress” is forcing creativity 
out of education altogether.

At the sharp end
On the other hand, the desire of 
teachers and lecturers to defend the 
vital work they do is shown by support 
for strike action amongst UCU and NUT 
members across the country.

The closure of Brixton Hill and its impact 

on widening participation in favour of a 
“free school” is symbolic.

Corporatising the Clapham site
College management built up huge 
debts corporatising the Clapham site 
to better compete with other post-16 
providers. The erosion of funding across 
the sector, combined with heavy cuts to 
widening participation, made Brixton Hill 
an unattractive option for investment. 
The Save ESOL campaign showed the 
value of further education to building 
communities around Brixton.

In sharp contrast to that, the free school 
would benefit a better-off minority at 
the expense of the more disadvantaged.
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Workers at the Ritzy are striking 
again on 1st May from 6.30pm as 
part of their fight for the London 
Living Wage.

They are demanding a decent 
pay to cope with the rising cost 
of living in London, especially in 
places like Brixton where the cost of 
rent is increasing dramatically. But 
Picturehouse, who own the Ritzy, 
claim they can’t afford to pay the 
living wage without cutting jobs – 
despite chain owners Cineworld’s 
£30.9 million profits last year.

The Ritzy is the kind of workplace 
traditionally thought of as hard to 
organise because its workers are 
young and seen as precarious, and 
many have second jobs or only 
work a few shifts a week. But they 
have a track record of standing 
up for themselves and winning 
pay rises through strike action 
and solidarity – in 2007 they struck 
despite Picturehouse refusing to 
recognize the trade union and won 
a pay rise of 22 percent from £5.35 
per hour, minimum wage at the 
time. 

This time around they are 
demanding an increase to match 

the London Living Wage of £8.80 an 
hour. The pressure is mounting on 
Picturehouse as the Ritzy is one of 
their flagship cinemas – increasing 
its profits by 140 percent in 2012 
alone! The chain has a reputation 
for championing ethical causes, 
and hosts the Human Rights film 
festival every year. Their hypocrisy is 
severely damaging their reputation. 

The three strike days they have 
taken so far have been solidly 
supported by Ritzy staff, members 
of the BECTU trade union, and 
have had huge support from the 
community with music and comedy 
(and a visit from Spiderman!) 
on the picket lines last week. 
Picturehouse were forced to close 
the cinema for the entire duration 
of the strike days.

Supporters of the campaign visited 
other cinemas in the Picturehouse 
and Cineworld chain and got an 

overwhelmingly positive response 
when talking to cinema workers 
and customers. Workers were 
enthusiastic about setting up their 
own union branches and wanted 
advice from the Ritzy strikers about 
how to build union membership. 
This suggests that if the strikers 
take their message to other 
cinemas and spread the dispute, 
the pressure on Cineworld would 
become impossible to ignore. 

If the Ritzy campaign spreads 
to other cinemas, workers could 
potentially win the Living Wage for 
cinema workers across London. And 
it’s not that far fetched – earlier this 
year workers in the Curzon cinema 
launched a similar campaign 
against poverty pay and zero 
hours contracts. There is a real will 
to put up a fight despite workers 
fearing for their jobs, and the Ritzy 
workers have inspired others that it 
might be possible to win if they get 
organised. 

They are one of a few militant 
groups of workers who have 
taken on their employers recently 
in campaigns against casual 
contracts, zero hours and poverty 
pay. But as well as spreading 
word of their campaign to other 
cinemas, the Ritzy workers and 
others like them, need the weight 
of the trade union movement 
behind them. As workers who aren’t 
traditionally thought of as militant 
trade unionists, they need solidarity 
from other trade unionists to show 
that they aren’t on their own. 

Updates on the campaign 
can be followed on twitter 
@RitzyLivingWage and on 
facebook at www.facebook.com/
RitzyLivingWage. Join the picket 
lines from Thursday evening at 
6.30pm!

The Ritzy is the 
kind of workplace 
traditionally thought 
of as hard to organise

Living workers deserve a living wage!
Ruth Lorimer
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Lambeth College — all out strike to win!
Mark Winter, Tower Hamlets College UCU

The planned strike action at Lambeth 
College is important on a number of 
fronts. It sends a powerful message to 
college management, and it expresses 
the anger and frustration of staff at 
a raft of changes. It is also a signal 
of what we need to do to counter 
the austerity plans of the coalition 
government.

An attack on working conditions
Staff are striking against increased 
working hours, an extended working 
week, a reduction in annual leave by 
ten days, increased teaching hours, 
additional duties for no extra pay, 
a link between pay increments and 
capability (pay linked to performance), 
reduced notice of redundancy, and 
drastically reduced sick pay.

Working conditions at Lambeth have 
already changed for the worse — staff 
are currently struggling with massive 
workloads. The provision of courses to 
the local community has been reduced 
— why? Because college management 
haven't included this in their business 
plan. Instead, money has been poured 
into the flagship Clapham site, which 
is seen by staff as a vanity project. 
Meanwhile, the Brixton site is slated to 
be sold off to become a free school.

Public sector attacks
Staff across the public sector are 

reporting more and more instances 
of attacks by management. At times, 
they confront all staff, but often they 
target those who are most vulnerable. 
The tools of what's sometimes branded 
“Toxic American Management” are 
sickness, absence, capability and 
disciplinary codes. Staff absence is 
seen as a cost to the organisation. 
When staff fall ill, rather than focusing 
on wellbeing, managers focus how 
best to reduce this “cost” for the 
future. 

So instead of putting 
in place measures to 
support employees, 
senior managers identify 
the measures that will 
eliminate the cost — and 
often the employee's 
job. The Tory austerity 
measures filter down as 
funding cuts, and for 
senior management, 
jobs and working 
conditions seem the 
obvious target. But, of 
course, never theirs — 
always ours. 

What Lambeth College is now facing is 
all too common across the sector. And 
it is time to lay down a marker and 
begin to turn the tide.

Strike for the future of Lambeth 
College
Senior management at Lambeth plan 
to introduce new contracts on April 1st. 

An all-out strike is never something 
to take lightly, but it is a powerful 
response to a clear attempt to 
bulldozer through change. It is 
an opportunity to build an even 
stronger union, and to involve all 
members irrespective of confidence 
or experience. And it offers a chance 
to roll back the measures that make 
our working lives seem harder — the 
petty intrusions, the threats that 
observations bring, and the constant 
increases in workload.

The timing of the strike couldn't 
be better — exams are looming, 
and coursework deadlines are fast 
approaching. Now is the time to show 
who does the real work of the college 
— not the overpaid senior managers, 
but those of us at the chalkface. And 
when we strike, we can win.

Tower Hamlets College
The lessons we learnt from the 

successful four-
week strike at 
Tower Hamlets 
College centred on 
the importance of 
solidarity, energy and 
imagination. 

We reached out to 
networks of support 
in the trade unions 
and the community. 
We welcomed fire 
fighters, teachers, post 
workers, GPs, students, 
University lecturers, 
council workers and 

many others onto our picket line.

Maintain momentum, reach out!
From day one of the strike, we 
identified two people responsible for 

What Lambeth 
College is now 
facing is all too 
common across 
the sector. It is 
time to begin to 
turn the tide.. 

There is support 
in the trade union 
movement and 
the community 
for your action.

co-ordinating delegation 
work. We made a list of 
all the workplaces we 
should visit, and paired 
experienced members 
with inexperienced. 
We reached out to our 
colleagues in teaching 
and beyond. We sent 
delegations to dozens of 
workplaces up and down the country. 
Members who had never spoken before 
collected donations for the hardship 
fund — we raised £30,000!

We sent a delegation to Lewisham 
College and were turned back by 
managers who said we were not 
allowed on college property. So 
we sent back a bigger delegation 
for a gate meeting where UCU 
members donated £300. As the strike 
progressed, we move further afield 
— to Croydon, Brighton, Manchester, 
Birmingham, Liverpool. Every 
delegation came back more confident 
and more energised.

When we “down tools”, it provides 
the space to be creative in action. We 
co-ordinated with our students, and 
welcomed them onto our picket lines. 
Students joined us on our rallies, and 
made their own placards and banners. 

We marched through 
the borough, to the 
town hall, to the 
GLA and to the Tory 
party conference. We 
built confidence and 
momentum through 
rallies and jumble 
sales. We drew on 
the support of the 

community wherever we could.

Every successful strike draws on 
the rank and file — the “ordinary” 
members — as it demands that we all 
make a contribution. Every workroom 
will need to elect representatives, 
and the branch will need to broaden 
its committee. Members will need to 
plan how best to communicate with 
students, the press and the public at 
large.

Staff at Edinburgh College have shown 
that it is possible to move in massive 
numbers and win our demands. 

Rest assured that there is support in 
the trade union movement and the 
community for your action.

 The UCU and NUT have led 
national action against the 
government and won some 
concessions. Yet the action has 
been far short of what is needed.  
At a local level it is possible to win 
much more decisive action and 
sustain it through organising in 
our areas. At STEM 6 Academy in 
Islington staff went directly for 
extended strike action forcing 
management to back down. While 
victory is not certain, the decision 
of Lambeth UCU members for all-
out action gives us a good chance 
of saving our college.

The spirit of Chicago
There is some talk of “social 
movement trade unionism” 
as a strategy for winning. This 
comes from an incredible strike 
movement by Chicago teachers in 
2012.  Their strike combined all-out 
action with mass meetings and 
demonstrations that mobilised 
support across the city. But the 
Chicago Teachers Union also 
combined economic demands 
with calls for a much more 
democratic education system. The 
daily demonstrations of strikers in 
red t-shirts became a symbol of 
resistance and they eventually won 
a remarkable victory.

There is already a longstanding 
hatred of the Tories in south 
London. If we can find ways to 
tap into this during the strike it 
could be the start of a powerful 
movement of solidarity – giving us 
a real chance to win.
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